
socialism from below (Hal Draper, Amrit Wilson, 

Orlando Chirino as pronounced in this MP3 audio file, 

David McNally, Wayne Price, Dan Swain, Lucien van der 

Walt, Michael Schmidt, and others): Draper, a third–camp 

Trotskyist, allegedly coined the English–language term. 

However, his perspective—which is now accepted by 

various Marxist (including some Marxist–Trotskyist, 

Marxist–Luxemburgist, and Marxist–Leninist) and 

anarchist schools of thought or tendencies—is 

distinguished from the more classically Soviet, Maoist, 

and Cuban Marxist–Leninist “socialism from above.” 

Center for Economic Research and Social Change 

(including the International Socialist Review), New 

Politics, the Alliance for Workers’ Liberty, 

ZCommunications, and others support this position. 

Arguably, Karl Marx himself pioneered socialism from 

below.  

 

“… the following pages propose to investigate the 

meaning of socialism historically, in a new way. There 

have always been different ‘kinds of socialism,’ and they 

have customarily been divided into reformist or 

revolutionary, peaceful or violent, democratic or 

authoritarian. etc. These divisions exist, but the 

underlying division is something else. Throughout the 

history of socialist movements and ideas, the fundamental 

divide is between Socialism-From-Above and Socialism-

From-Below. 

http://www.markfoster.net/name/Orlando_Chirino.html
http://davidmcnally.org/
http://cersc.org/
http://isreview.org/
http://www.newpol.org/
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http://www.workersliberty.org/
https://zcomm.org/


 

“What unites the many different forms of Socialism-

from-Above is the conception that socialism (or a 

reasonable facsimile thereof) must be handed down to the 

grateful masses in one form or another, by a ruling elite 

which is not subject to their control in fact. The heart of 

Socialism-from-Below is its view that socialism can be 

realized only through the self-emancipation of activized 

masses in motion, reaching out for freedom with their 

own hands, mobilized ‘from below’ in a struggle to take 

charge of their own destiny, as actors (not merely 

subjects) on the stage of history. ‘The emancipation of the 

working classes must be conquered by the working 

classes themselves’: this is the first sentence in the Rules 

written for the First International by [Karl] Marx, and this 

is the First Principle of his life-work.” 

 

[Hal Draper. The Two Souls Of Socialism. Revised 

edition. Berkeley, California: Independent Socialist 

Committee—A Center for Socialist Education. 1966. 

Pages 3-4.] 

 

“Utopianism was elitist and anti democratic to the core 

because it was utopian—that is, it looked to the 

prescription of a prefabricated model, the dreaming-up of 

a plan to be willed into existence. Above all, it was 

inherently hostile to the very idea of transforming society 

from below, by the upsetting intervention of freedom-



seeking masses, even where it finally accepted recourse to 

the instrument of a mass movement for pressure upon the 

Tops. Tn the socialist movement as it developed before 

[Karl] Marx, nowhere did the line of the Socialist Idea 

intersect the line of Democracy-from-Below.” 

 

[Hal Draper. The Two Souls Of Socialism. Revised 

edition. Berkeley, California: Independent Socialist 

Committee—A Center for Socialist Education. 1966. 

Pages 8-9.] 

 

“Socialist and democratic developed from below 

through a gradual and often slow process of education and 

discussion. In this way, land was redistributed to women 

and people of previously oppressed groups who never 

before had a right to this means of survival. Oppressive 

feudal marriage laws were changed to give women more 

power.”  

 

[Amrit Wilson, “Socialism from below.” New Statesman 

& Society. Volume 4, number 154, June 1991. Page 10.] 

 

“… [An] important issue is the role of social classes in 

this revolution. You don’t have to refer to [Karl] Marx, 

[Friedrich] Engels, [Vladimir] Lenin, or [Leon] Trotsky to 

know that the only way to overturn capitalism, a system 

in which a minority imposes its will on the majority, is 

that the working class and the people, we who are the 



majority and the producers, take the lead in expropriating 

the enterprises and place them under our control. In that 

sense, what we mean by socialism is very simply stated.”  

 

[Orlando Chirino, “Venezuela’s PSUV and Socialism 

from Below: Interview with Orlando Chirino.” New 

Politics. Volume 11, number 4, winter 2008. Pages 17-

22.] 

 

“The dominant trend in socialist thought during this 

period, then, was a new variant of socialism from above. 

The struggle of working class people to create new 

institutions of popular democratic control was seen as 

having little or nothing to do with the creation of a 

socialist society. Instead, elected socialist officials would 

simply take over the existing bureaucratic structures of 

society and run them more humanely. Rather than a 

qualitatively different society, socialism was depicted as a 

gently improved form of the existing social order. Yet, 

despite the wide influence of this doctrine, some Marxists 

remained committed to the idea of socialism from below. 

The most important of these was the Polish revolutionary 

Rosa Luxemburg.… 

 

“… [The] upsurge in militant working class activity 

powerfully influenced the thinking of some radical writers 

and organisers. A few of them began to think of the 

working class as the group that could change society. 



Indeed, some theorists began to talk in terms of the 

working class liberating itself through its collective 

action. Notable in this regard was the French 

revolutionary Flora Tristan, who linked together ideas of 

working class self-emancipation and women’s liberation 

with the proposal for a world-wide organisation of 

workers. But it was in the writings and the organising of a 

German socialist, Karl Marx, that the working class took 

centre stage in socialist thought. Inspired by the 

emergence of this class, [Karl] Marx developed a wholly 

new socialist outlook based upon the principle of 

socialism from below.” 

 

[David McNally. Socialism from Below. Chicago, Illinois: 

International Socialist Organization. 1986. Ebook 

edition.] 

 

“Today such state-Communism has been relatively 

discredited with the fall of the Soviet Union and the turn 

of the Chinese state to open capitalism. As a consequence, 

the concept of socialism-from-below has become widely 

attractive to many radicals. However, the concept of 

socialism-from-below, at least as raised by [Hal] Draper 

and by [David] McNally (at least until his most recent 

book), has been used ambiguously. Contrary to the views 

of the anarchists, these writers claim that Marxism is most 

consistent with revolutionary socialism-from-below, and 

that anarchism is an example of authoritarian socialism. I 



will argue instead that the divide between authoritarian 

and libertarian-democratic tendencies runs through 

(inside) Marxism as well as through anarchism. However, 

I believe that, while there is value in Marxism, overall, 

anarchism is most consistent with the development of a 

liberating socialism-from-below.” 

 

[Wayne Price, “Socialism from Above or Below.” The 

Utopian. Volume 3, 2002. Pages 75-85.] 

 

“I have been an anarchist-pacifist (influenced by Paul 

Goodman and Douglas Macdonald), a Trotskyist (a 

variety of Marxist), and am now an socialist-anarchist of 

the class struggle, pro-organization (‘Platformist’), trend. 

I identify with the revolutionary tradition of anarchist-

communism. Through all these incarnations, I have 

remained a libertarian socialist and a believer in 

socialism-from-below.” 

 

[Wayne Price. The Abolition of the State: Anarchist & 

Marxist Perspectives. Bloomington, Indiana: 

AuthorHouse. 2007. Page 8.] 

 

“I remain an anarchist, a decentralist socialist, and a 

believer is socialism-from-below. As a class struggle, 

Platformist, revolutionary anarchist, I can have all the 

benefits I sought as a Trotskyist, while maintaining the 

libertarian vision of anarchism. I no longer advocate a 



‘workers’ state’ (whatever that means), but I do advocate 

a federation of workers’ and popular councils (in the 

tradition of the Friends of Durruti Group of the Spanish 

revolution). I no longer advocate a vanguard (Leninist) 

party, which aims to rule over the workers, but I do 

advocate a revolutionary organization of anachist 

workers: Platformism or especificismo. (These topics are 

discussed in essays in this book as well as in my book, 

The Abolition of the State: Anarchist and Marxist 

Perspectives.) While I no longer call myself a Marxist, I 

accept many ideas from the Marxist tradition (as can be 

seen from my essays) This is especially true from the 

libertarian Marxists (such as C.L.R. James, the council 

communists, etc.). I now regard myself as a Marxist-

informed anarchist. I have joined the Northeastern 

Federation of Anarchist-Communists (or NEFAC) and 

write for the www.Anarkismo.net site, which is the web 

site for our international tendency.” 

 

[Wayne Price. What I Believe and How I Came to Believe 

It. Berkeley, California: The Anarchist Library imprint of 

Open Guild Organization. 2008. Page 6.] 

 

“If socialism is just about taking control of the existing 

state, it is understandable that many are suspicious of it. 

But socialism from below implies a different approach. It 

argues that the institutions of the state are structured in a 

way that denies popular control. Alongside the formally 

http://www.anarkismo.net/


‘democratic’ pieces of the state – where those exist – are a 

series of hierarchically organised bodies, the police, army, 

judiciary, civil service etc., that limit the space for 

democracy. These are a block on the possibility of 

extending democratic control in society. These 

institutions must be removed and replaced.… 

 

“If socialism from below is to mean anything today, it is 

as a guiding thread that runs through our political 

practice, one that constantly reminds us to ask whether 

and how what we do empowers people to become agents 

of their own emancipation. To achieve this truly would be 

‘doing politics differently’ – differently from the capitalist 

parties, broken social democracy, and, sadly, so many 

revolutionary groups that have gone before. The devil, as 

ever, is in the detail; but no one said it was going to be 

easy.” 

 

[Dan Swain, “Socialism from Below.” New Politics. July 

17th, 2015. Online publication. No pagination.] 

 

“… [One] arena where socialism from below matters is 

the question of democracy. There has historically been, 

and to a certain extent there still is, a way of talking about 

socialism as being concerned first and foremost with 

material comfort and a more equal distribution of wealth 

and resources. To the extent that democracy fits into this 



it is often as an optional extra, a ‘good thing,’ but not 

strictly part of the picture. Socialism from below rejects 

this, and re-asserts democracy as an integral part of 

socialism. Socialism from below follows from a 

commitment to democracy in socialism in the following 

way: If your goal is just material comfort, or a better 

distribution of resources, you don’t need mass 

participation. You don’t need to involve, engage and 

mobilize a movement. Or rather, you do, but only 

temporarily, only in order to back up demands and 

policies, put pressure on those in power. If, on the other 

hand, your goal is a society in which the overwhelming 

majority are capable of participating in the running of 

society, you have to be concerned with empowering them 

to do so, and this empowerment requires a level of 

democracy.” 

 

[Dan Swain, “Socialism still comes from below.” 

Socialist Worker. July 16th, 2015. Online publication. No 

pagination.] 

 

“The common idea – ‘socialism from below’ – is … 

widely shared. 

 

“The Socialist Workers Party, in spite of its own 

obviously Stalinist internal regime, also subscribes to that 



idea, and its Greek co-thinkers use the tag as the title of 

their bimonthly journal.… 

 

“I have said that the SWP [Socialist Workers Party] 

subscribes to ‘socialism from below’ in spite of its own 

obviously Stalinist internal regime, but in fact it is 

arguable that such a regime follows from the conception 

of ‘socialism from below’ as interpreted by the SWP, by 

its co-thinkers and its ex-members.” 

 

[Mike Macnair, “Socialism from below: a delusion.” 

Weekly Worker. Issue 1071, August 2015. Online 

publication. No pagination.] 

 

“We [the New Left] also challenged the prevailing view 

that the so-called affluent society would of itself erode the 

appeal of socialist propaganda—that socialism could arise 

only out of immiseration and degradation. Our emphasis 

on people taking action for themselves, ‘building 

socialism from below’ and ‘in the here and now,’ not 

waiting for some abstract Revolution to transform 

everything in the twinkling of an eye, proved, in the light 

of the re-emergence of these themes after 1968, strikingly 

prefigurative.” 

 

[Stuart Hall, “Life and Times of the First New Left.” New 

Left Review. Series II, number 61, January–February 

2010. Pages 177-196.] 



 

“… I will analyze the ways in which the themes in my 

conception of socialism-from-below appear (or are 

ignored) in analyses of the Occupy movement. By 

examining its key discussions, I intend to situate Occupy 

within the Infrastructure of Dissent and [Rosa] 

Luxemburg’s theories on social transformation through 

mass mobilization. By situating Occupy within these 

theories, I will offer a refreshed look at the opportunities 

and obstacles facing leftist struggle in our time, in order 

to gain a better grasp upon how mass movements might 

bring us closer to realizing a society of socialism-from-

below.” 

 

[Holly Campbell. Building Socialism From Below: 

Luxemburg, Sears, And The Case Of Occupy Wall Street. 

Major research paper for Master’s in Social Justice and 

Community Engagement. Wilfrid Laurier University. 

Brantford, Ontario. 2014. Page 34.] 

 

“The Challenge: Defining a Socialism from Below … 

 

“The crippling contradiction at the heart of Bolshevism 

lies between its central defining images of modernity and 

its socialist politics and culture. The former entail a theory 

of productive forces and of the economic superiority of 

capitalist methods; the latter calls for increasingly 

conscious, collective, and egalitarian self-assertion from 



below. The contradiction is an antagonistic one: to choose 

either horn of the dilemma is to undercut the basis of the 

other. Bolshevism certainly broke the automatic link 

between level of productive forces and socialist 

revolution.” 

 

[Philip Corrigan, Harvie Ramsay, and Derek Sayer, 

“Bolshevism and the USSR.” New Left Review. Series I, 

number 125, January–February 1981. Pages 45-60.] 

 

“For anarchists, individual freedom is the highest good, 

and individuality is valuable in itself, but such freedom 

can only be achieved within and through a new type of 

society. Contending that a class system prevents the full 

development of individuality, anarchists advocate class 

struggle from below to create a better world. In this ideal 

new order, individual freedom will be harmonised with 

communal obligations through cooperation, democratic 

decision-making, and social and economic equality. 

Anarchism rejects the state as a centralised structure of 

domination and an instrument of class rule, not simply 

because it constrains the individual or because anarchists 

dislike regulations. On the contrary, anarchists believe 

rights arise from the fulfilment of obligations to society 

and that there is a place for a certain amount of legitimate 

coercive power, if derived from collective and democratic 

decision-making.” 

 



[Lucien van der Walt and Michael Schmidt, “Socialism 

from Below: Defining Anarchism,” in Lucien van der 

Walt and Michael Schmidt. Black Flame: The 

Revolutionary Class Politics of Anarchism and 

Syndicalism. Oakland, California: AK Press. 2009. Pages 

33-82.] 

 

“Perhaps surprisingly, he [Hal Draper] excludes 

anarchism from the camp of socialism from below. Its 

affirmation of absolute individual liberty logically leads 

to the right of individuals to impose their own tyranny on 

others, even on the majority. ‘It is the other side of the 

coin of bureaucratic despotism, with all its values turned 

inside-out, not the cure or the alternative.’ His argument 

is based on the founders of theoretical anarchism, and he 

undoubtedly has a case as he dissects their writings. 

[Pierre-Joseph] Proudhon, in particular, was a convinced 

sexist and racist, an opponent of trade unions, and a 

cheerleader for dictators when he wasn’t eying up their 

position for himself.”  

 

[Aindrias Ó Cathasaigh, “Hal Draper, The Two Souls of 

Socialism.” Red Banner. Volume 48, June 2012. Pages 1-

4.] 

 

“Before the October Revolution, [Vladmir] Lenin saw 

‘workers’ control’ purely in terms of ‘universal, all-

embracing workers’ control over the capitalists.’ He did 



not see it in terms of workers’ management of production 

itself (i.e. the abolition of wage labour) via federations of 

factory committees. Anarchists and the workers’ factory 

committees did. On three occasions in the first months of 

Soviet power, the factory committees sought to bring their 

model into being. At each point the party leadership 

overruled them. The Bolshevik alternative was to vest 

both managerial and control powers in organs of the state 

which were subordinate to the central authorities, and 

formed by them. Workers’ management from below was 

not an option. Lenin himself quickly supported ‘one-man 

management’ invested with ‘dictatorial powers’ after 

‘control over the capitalists’ failed in early 1918. By 

1920, [Leon] Trotsky was advocating the ‘militarisation 

of labour’ and implemented his ideas on the railway 

workers.”  

 

[Anonymous. The Anarchist Alternative to Leninism: 

Socialism from Below? Berkeley, California: Anarchist 

Zine Library imprint of Open Guild Organization. 2001. 

(From a leaflet distributed at “Marxism 2001” in London, 

one of the annual conferences coordinated by the British 

Marxist–Leninist–Trotskyist organization, the Socialist 

Workers Party.) No pagination.] 

 

“In the case of co-management [in Venezuela], this also 

can be due to diverging understandings and expectations. 

While workers usually see it as an intermediate step 



toward workers’ control and the construction of a new 

socialism from below, many officials see it more as a 

mechanism for reducing conflict at work and improving 

the processes, thus taking advantage of the labour force’s 

subjectivity without allowing it true participation. This 

experience has also been repeated in the creation of the 

Socialist Workers’ Councils (CST) in state enterprises 

and institutions since 2008. The deeper the process of 

change and/or popular mobilisation, the greater the 

contradictions. Conflicts over comanagement and 

problems in its practice emerged especially in the firms 

taken over and expropriated, and in state enterprises 

where there was a worker initiative for more workers’ 

participation or control. The first two businesses to be 

expropriated – the paper factory Invepal and the valve 

factory Inveval, both of which had been taken by the 

workers – exemplify this situation, as does the case of the 

state aluminium smelter Alcasa.” 

 

[Dario Azzellini. Communes and Workersᰱ  Control in 

Venezuela: Building 21ˢᵗ Century Socialism from Below. 

Ned Sublette, translator. Leiden, the Netherlands, and 

Boston, Massachusetts: Leiden. 2017. Page 174.] 

 

“The traditional Left continues to hamstring itself with 

fantasies of salvific sweeps, a position that derides 

everything beyond mass action as insufficient or 

reformist. The claim that ‘socialism in one city is 



impossible’ may or may not be worth talking about at one 

level, but at another it is exactly the all-or-nothing acid 

that dissolves radical thinking and action, and at still 

another level is just plain untrue. Just as the construction 

of a new solidarity economy has to be built piecemeal 

from the ruins of late capitalism, so too might emerge a 

commonwealth, with some old, some new, some 

repurposed elements, from workplace to workplace, 

neighborhood to neighborhood. 

 

“Socialism, or any other rendition of radically 

egalitarian and/or utopian social relations, will wax and 

wane, swell and subside, be fought over and defended, 

built and rebuilt. If we perceive the commonwealth as an 

artifactualized thing that we either have or we don’t, then 

we’re doomed to an endless loop of disappointment and 

recrimination. The commons, or a socialism from below, 

or a radically democratic pluralistic altermodernity, or 

whatever, has to be understood not as a secular-socialist 

heaven, but as a horizon that keeps bending at the edges, a 

build-the-road-as-we-travel ongoing act of emergence.” 

 

[Matt Hern. A What a City Is For: Remaking the Politics 

of Displacement. Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT 

Press. 2016. Ebook edition.] 

 

“In his youth, [Karl] Polanyi had been fleetingly 

attracted to anarchism and varieties of socialism ‘from 



below,’ but in the bearpit of Russia’s socialist factions he 

backed those who maintained that socialism could only be 

achieved following a lengthy stage of capitalism against 

those who supposed that a global socialist transformation 

could begin on Russian soil, and his post-1917 trajectory 

was via guild socialism toward social democracy, a 

comparatively patrician current that in several respects – 

notably its advocacy of nationalism and state-led social 

engineering – resembled the new edition of communism 

that was emerging in late 1920s Russia. For Polanyi, 

socialism was defined by two principal claims. One was 

for workers’ control of production. This would have 

precluded him from defining [Joseph] Stalin’s Russia as 

socialist were it not for his propensity to conflate the 

labour movement with what he held to be its political 

organisations. Thus, he justified his acceptance of the 

CPSU [Communist Party of the Soviet Union] as a 

representative of Russian labour by the assumption that it 

was devoted to the ‘democratic control of industry.’ The 

other claim was that a socialist economy is by definition 

geared to ‘the maximum development of the means of 

production’ combined with a socially just distribution of 

the product. In Russia, the Five-Year Plans were visibly 

producing ‘the enrichment’ of Soviet territory, and, with 

some creative accounting and a willingness to disbelieve 

journalistic reports of gaping class divisions, the ‘just 

distribution’ criterion appeared to be met too. 

Consequently, Polanyi could marvel at the achievements 



of Soviet Russia, including industrialisation and 

collectivisation. Although these led to ‘severe suffering 

for the masses,’ he justified this in terms of the putative 

intention – to ameliorate poverty – and the ‘spectacular’ 

and ‘admirable growth rate’ that they enabled. They had, 

he maintained, proved ‘the possibility of socialist 

economics on a large scale,’ and, paradoxical though this 

sounds, had also demonstrated the unassailable truth of 

marginalist economics. The evidence was there for the 

world to see: ‘Russia, which ten years ago was of no 

account as an industrialised country, ranks now amongst 

the very first. Socialism has been established in one 

country.’ Though temporarily restricted to one country, 

Stalin’s regime cast a bright light on the future of 

humanity as a whole.” 

 

[Gareth Dale. Reconstructing Karl Polanyi: Excavation 

and Critique. London: Pluto Press. 2016. Pages 82-83.] 

 



 

The Third Camp, Socialism 

From Below, and the First 

Principle of Revolutionary 

Socialism 
By: Daniel Randall 

Winter 2018 (New Politics Vol. XVI No. 4, Whole Number 64) 

 

“The socialists consider it their principal, perhaps even their 

only, duty to promote the growth of this consciousness among 

the proletariat, which for short they call its class consciousness. 

The whole success of the socialist movement is measured for 

them in terms of the growth in class consciousness of the 

proletariat. Everything that helps this growth they see as useful 

to their cause; everything that slows it down as harmful.” 

—George Plekhanov 

An old Jewish story tells of a student who visited the great 

rabbis of the day and asked each to tell him the entire Torah 

while standing on one leg. All dismissed him, insisting the task 

was impossible, except for Rabbi Hillel, who said, “‘Do not do 
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unto others that which is hateful to you.’ That is the whole 

Torah. All the rest is commentary. Now, go and study.” 

With all the necessary qualifications about the differences 

between a religious text and a necessarily materialist and critical 

politics, might it be possible to distill revolutionary socialism 

down in a similar way? Of course, it is not; but then “do not do 

unto others that which is hateful to you” isn’t really “the whole 

Torah”; it’s a literary exercise for Hillel to communicate the 

golden rule, or first principle, that he considers to be the essence 

of Jewish faith. One can argue, convincingly, that revolutionary 

socialism has two such principles: first, that value in capitalist 

society, and wealth in all societies, derives from labor. From this 

we get the foundational and irreplaceable focus on class. 

Second, and more significant for this article, the emancipation of 

the working class must be the act of the working class itself. 

This idea, that liberation from the exploitation and oppression 

that are necessarily integral to capitalism cannot be carried out 

for us by any external force, handed down from above, or done 

on our behalf, but rather must be our own act, consciously and 

independently organized by our class—this is our first principle, 

our golden rule, if we have one. 

It is this golden rule that underpins the two related but distinct 

concepts this article explores: the third camp and socialism from 

below. 

The Third Camp 

“Even those of us who consider ourselves partisans of the 

tradition that bears its name must admit that the concept of the 

third camp is not well known beyond some small corners of the 



revolutionary left. Even there, it is often considered a relic of the 

world that bore it.” 

 

Although its conceptual roots lie further back, “third campism” 

as a discrete political tradition cohered in the 1939-1940 schism 

in the American Trotskyist movement. Grasping for an adequate 

response to the Hitler-Stalin Pact and the Russian invasions of 

Poland and Finland, the Socialist Workers Party (SWP) split, 

effectively down the middle, in a debate about whether they 

could still maintain their position of unconditional defense of the 

Soviet Union. 

Leon Trotsky’s supporters on the “majority” side of that debate 

compiled a collection of his essays, In Defense of Marxism, that 

covers it. The debate was also surveyed, with explicit editorial 

sympathy for the “minority,” in two volumes entitled Fate of the 

Russian Revolution, published by Workers’ Liberty. The 

“minority” perspective came to be summarized by the slogan, 



“Neither Washington nor Moscow, but the Third Camp of 

international socialism.” The SWP split apart, and in 1940 the 

“minority” founded the Workers Party, which would become the 

Independent Socialist League in 1949. 

The roots of the concept of the third camp go deeper. It was not 

merely an attempt to create a theoretical framework to 

understand developments in Russia, although it emerged through 

that, but a reassertion of something integral, even foundational, 

in socialist politics: the idea that the working class cannot rule 

except by and for itself. In his reply to Trotsky in the debate that 

split the SWP, Max Shachtman, the leader of the “minority,” put 

it like this: 

I repeat, I do not believe in the bureaucratic proletarian 

(socialist) revolution [that is, the ability of the Stalinist 

bureaucracy to advance the cause of socialism]. … I reject the 

concept not out of “sentimental” reasons or a Tolstoyan “faith in 

the people” but because I believe it to be scientifically correct to 

repeat with Marx that the emancipation of the working class is 

the task of the working class itself. The bourgeois revolution … 

could be made and was made by other classes and social strata; 

the bourgeoisie could be liberated from feudal rule and establish 

its social dictatorship under the aegis of other social groups. But 

the proletarian revolution cannot be made by others than the 

proletariat acting. … No one else can free it—not even for a 

day.1 

Shachtman’s conclusion represented a form of return to first 

principles. In 1853 Marx and Engels, both of whom emphasized 

that democratic forms are necessary to working-class rule, had 

referred to the revolutionary potential of burgeoning working-



class movements as a “sixth power in Europe,” which could 

“assert its supremacy over the whole of the five so-called ‘great’ 

powers.”2 Trotsky himself had coined the term when, in 1918, 

he described the revolutionary working class as an independent 

“third camp” in the 1917 February Revolution, opposed to both 

the first camp of “all the property-owning and ruling classes,” 

and the second camp of “the compromising groups.”3 

At the end of his life, Trotsky was wrong to argue, against 

Shachtman and others, that the gains of the 1917 revolution 

were still expressed, in however degenerated a form, in the 

Stalinist state. But his vital roles in making that revolution and 

then in defending it from Stalinist sabotage showed that for 

Trotsky, the golden rule of revolutionary socialist politics was 

precisely that all efforts must be directed toward building up 

working-class consciousness and political independence. This 

was the thread of his politics, which those who would found the 

third-camp tradition saw themselves as picking up and 

extending. 

That tradition today is scattered and semi-submerged.4 But it 

contains much that could help reinvigorate and renew socialist 

politics, and reorient a left in disarray. 

Socialism From Below 

In 1960 Hal Draper, who emerged as one of the foremost 

theorists, writers, and organizers of the third-camp tradition, and 

who co-founded the journal in which this article appears, wrote 

the pamphlet The Two Souls of Socialism. Draper argues that 

socialist thought throughout history can be divided between 

“socialism from above” and “socialism from below”—the 



former advocating utopian-elitist conspiracies, or statist 

dictatorship, to deliver socialism to the masses, and the latter 

advocating the masses’ self-activity and self-organization. He 

describes working-class self-emancipation as the “First 

Principle” of revolutionary socialism.5 

As a literary device, the concept of socialism from below is 

useful. But to extrapolate from these three words a “way of 

doing politics,” as Dan Swain called socialism from below in a 

June 2015 article for rs21, republished by New Politics,6 

obscures more than it clarifies. 

The diffuse, loosely networked social movements of the past 

decade—the Tahrir Square uprising in Egypt, the Spanish 

“Indignados,” the global Occupy movements—caught many 

leftist imaginations, seeming to express a potential new grass-

roots politics from below that was brushing aside the old 

orthodoxies and staid structures of parties and unions.7 But it 

was in large part precisely because these movements had no 

adequate, permanently organized structures, able to impose 

above—at the level of politics, government, and society—the 

demands and aspirations generated below, that the movements 

dissipated—or, as in the case of the Arab Spring, were 

effectively confiscated by reactionary movements that were 

organized above. 

We require, in other words, a comprehensive perspective for 

working-class power, from below and above. To achieve that, 

our class needs its own political organizations: democratic 

revolutionary parties. An overemphasis on socialism from below 

as the summarizing concept of revolutionary politics can lead, 

and, in Draper’s case, perhaps did lead, to de-emphasizing the 



vital necessity of permanent political organization. The idea of 

socialism from below can serve us as a literary device, but only 

if it is part of a more thoroughgoing independent working-class 

politics. 

The Left in Disarray: The Long 

Retreat from the First Principle8 

These are odd times to be a partisan of class politics and 

moreover of the idea that authentic socialist politics are the 

politics of working-class self-liberation. The economic crisis of 

2008 shook the immense mystique that neoliberal, free-market 

capitalism had built up in the minds of millions, and the 

consequences and sequels of that crisis are still working 

themselves through. Looked at from one angle, that crisis 

provided, and continues to provide, an epochal opportunity to 

spread the idea that the working class, the global social majority, 

which produces society’s vast wealth, should also control that 

wealth. 

But 2008 found much of the revolutionary left in the midst of a 

long-term “retreat from class.” That was the phrase used by the 

Marxist writer and historian Ellen Meiksins Wood in her 1986 

book, The Retreat from Class: A New True Socialism. The book 

was a polemic against those socialists, mainly but not 

exclusively from Stalinist or Stalinist-influenced backgrounds, 

who were galloping away from class-struggle politics in the 

direction of a hodgepodge of post-modernism and barely 

reformist liberal identity politics. Some of those criticized 

remained in the tent of broad leftist or even labor movements, 

but largely on their right wings. Yet much of post-Trotsky 

Trotskyism, without ever really going over to the right or 



explicitly abandoning principles, had also undertaken its own 

version of the same retreat, a systematic backing away from the 

idea of independent working-class politics as the foundational 

core of socialism, a retreat from the first principle of working-

class self-emancipation. 

Utterly disoriented by their Biblicist adherence to the claim that 

the Stalinist states somehow represented historical progress, 

post-Trotsky “orthodox” Trotskyists were able to substitute a 

whole variety of locums for the independently organized 

working class—other forces and movements that they argued 

could be unconscious bearers of the socialist project, or at least 

potential allies, and whose victories against imperialism would 

be beneficial for socialist interests no matter how murderously 

hostile they were in practice to actual working-class 

organization. 

The retreat from class has taken a variety of forms, not always in 

the direction of passive support for anti-imperialist locums. 

Elsewhere on the left, other tendencies recoiling from a low ebb 

of class struggle and disoriented by changes in capitalism have 

argued that automation, atomization, and precarity have 

rendered the workplace no longer privileged as a site of anti-

capitalist organization, and organized labor no longer privileged 

as an agency for socialist change.9 Some eco-socialists, 

responding to climate crisis, have also argued that there is no 

longer any privileged agent of socialist transformation nor or 

any privileged role to be played by the international proletariat.10 

These arguments deserve a hearing. The socialist movement is 

not a religion, and no idea should be sacred in left thought. If the 

two golden rules for revolutionary socialism proposed at the 



beginning of this article no longer stand up to reality, they 

should be amended and reshaped or ditched entirely, and our 

politics should be reassessed. If it is no longer the case that labor 

creates wealth, giving the working class a privileged position as 

an agent of revolutionary social change, we should indeed move 

to some kind of post-class politics. But the evidence does not 

suggest this. 

Far from disappearing from the historical stage, the wage-

working proletariat is expanding. It has become the biggest 

single class only recently. Capitalist globalization has led to the 

creation of vast new working classes, and with them, new labor 

movements, throughout the world: in South Korea, in Brazil, in 

India, in Mexico, in Nigeria, and elsewhere. It is a profound 

historic tragedy that, at moments when the international left 

should have been seizing the potential for labor-movement 

growth and renewal by building movements of internationalist 

class solidarity, much of it was instead focusing on cheer-

leading the enemies of labor. When an independent labor 

movement, an embryonic third camp, began to emerge in Iraq 

following the U.S.-British overthrow of the Ba’ath regime, the 

global far-left largely ignored it, preferring instead to idealize 

the so-called resistance to U.S.-British occupation, led by 

competing factions of Sunni-supremacist sectarians and Shi’a 

clerical-fascists. 

There are certainly challenges inherent in attempting to reverse 

the retreat from class: Independent labor organization is still 

weak throughout much of the world. Neoliberal ideology has 

sunk deep and increasingly global roots that organized socialists 

must struggle to confront. Debates about tactics, strategies, and 



forms of organization are all vital. But is there anything 

objective, material, in today’s world which suggests that 

socialist politics must reassess its foundational principles that 

class is central and that our politics must be one of working-

class self-emancipation? The evidence suggests not. 

In returning to class, we can learn much by rediscovering the 

theorizing and practice of those socialist traditions that have, at 

times of upheaval and crisis on the left, cleaved to the idea that 

the only consistent socialism is socialism as working-class self-

liberation. 

Renewing the Third Camp, 

Reasserting the First Principle 

It might seem odd to look to a semi-submerged historical 

tradition, shaped in and by a different world, as a source for 

contemporary socialist renewal. But the third-camp tradition as 

it developed was not the product of some obscure quibble over 

the theoretical characterization of a particular state. Rather, it 

was an effort to reorient the revolutionary socialist movement, 

undertaken by activists who could see clearly how Stalinism was 

deracinating, distorting, and destroying socialist politics. 

In attempting to renew socialism as a politics of working-class 

self-emancipation, the third campists emphasized both aspects: 

independent working-class self-activity and organization, and 

emancipation and freedom. Kicking back against the 

bureaucratic statism, top-down command structures, and 

enforced, monolithic ideological homogeneity that Stalinism had 

made hegemonic in left politics, both as models for the 

“socialist” society and the cultures of organizations aspiring to 



build it, the third campists sought to reconnect socialism with its 

libertarian core. 

What does it mean, then, to aspire to the renewal of the third-

camp tradition today? It certainly does not mean adopting a 

religious attitude to tradition, claiming some unbroken chain of 

political doctrine from Marx and Engels through Lenin and 

Trotsky to Shachtman and Draper. Neither does it mean 

excluding all that is valuable in working-class socialist traditions 

outside this genealogy. 

 

The renewal of the third camp, in a world of left disarray and 

insurgent populism (occasionally on the left but largely on the 

right) fundamentally means reasserting independent working-

class politics. It means reconnecting to the first principle of 

revolutionary socialism, that working-class emancipation cannot 



be won by hitching our wagon to the parties or politics of other 

classes, but only on the basis of our class organizing by and for 

itself. To renew the third camp today means a return to class as 

the key axis for political organization; a return to understanding 

struggle between classes, within every country, as the motor of 

social change; and a re-forging of socialism as a project of 

working-class self-liberation. 

The literary emphasis that the concept of socialism from below 

places on mass, grass-roots upheaval, with all that this implies in 

terms of a vibrant, fructifying democracy rather than systems of 

command and control, whether in our own organizations or the 

society we aspire to build, can aid that renewal. But ultimately it 

is the concept of the third camp, of independent working-class 

politics, that is key. 

This first principle of revolutionary socialism goes right back to 

its conception as a discrete politics. The work of Marx and 

Engels was dedicated to helping the working class understand 

itself, organize itself, become a class for itself. Class remains the 

fundamental social conflict, the relationship that holds the key to 

unlocking revolutionary social change. Renewing the third 

camp, helping our class become a class for itself, remains the 

key task of socialists today. 

Everything that helps this is useful to our cause; everything that 

slows it down is harmful. That is the essence of revolutionary 

socialism; that is our golden rule. Everything else is 

commentary, strategy, and tactics. 
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The  Third  Camp,  Socialism
From  Below,  and  the  First
Principle  of  Revolutionary
Socialism

“The  socialists  consider  it  their  principal,  perhaps  even
their only, duty to promote the growth of this consciousness
among the proletariat, which for short they call its class
consciousness. The whole success of the socialist movement is
measured  for  them  in  terms  of  the  growth  in  class
consciousness of the proletariat. Everything that helps this
growth they see as useful to their cause; everything that
slows it down as harmful.”

—George Plekhanov

An old Jewish story tells of a student who visited the great
rabbis of the day and asked each to tell him the entire Torah
while standing on one leg. All dismissed him, insisting the
task was impossible, except for Rabbi Hillel, who said, “‘Do
not do unto others that which is hateful to you.’ That is the
whole Torah. All the rest is commentary. Now, go and study.”

With all the necessary qualifications about the differences
between a religious text and a necessarily materialist and
critical  politics,  might  it  be  possible  to  distill
revolutionary socialism down in a similar way? Of course, it
is not; but then “do not do unto others that which is hateful
to  you”  isn’t  really  “the  whole  Torah”;  it’s  a  literary
exercise for Hillel to communicate the golden rule, or first
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principle,  that  he  considers  to  be  the  essence  of  Jewish
faith.  One  can  argue,  convincingly,  that  revolutionary
socialism  has  two  such  principles:  first,  that  value  in
capitalist society, and wealth in all societies, derives from
labor. From this we get the foundational and irreplaceable
focus on class. Second, and more significant for this article,
the emancipation of the working class must be the act of the
working class itself. This idea, that liberation from the
exploitation and oppression that are necessarily integral to
capitalism cannot be carried out for us by any external force,
handed down from above, or done on our behalf, but rather must
be our own act, consciously and independently organized by our
class—this is our first principle, our golden rule, if we have
one.

It is this golden rule that underpins the two related but
distinct concepts this article explores: the third camp and
socialism from below.

The Third Camp

“Even those of us who consider ourselves partisans of the
tradition that bears its name must admit that the concept of
the third camp is not well known beyond some small corners of
the revolutionary left. Even there, it is often considered a
relic of the world that bore it.”



Although  its  conceptual  roots  lie  further  back,  “third
campism” as a discrete political tradition cohered in the
1939-1940 schism in the American Trotskyist movement. Grasping
for an adequate response to the Hitler-Stalin Pact and the
Russian invasions of Poland and Finland, the Socialist Workers
Party (SWP) split, effectively down the middle, in a debate
about whether they could still maintain their position of
unconditional defense of the Soviet Union.

Leon  Trotsky’s  supporters  on  the  “majority”  side  of  that
debate compiled a collection of his essays, In Defense of
Marxism, that covers it. The debate was also surveyed, with
explicit editorial sympathy for the “minority,” in two volumes
entitled Fate of the Russian Revolution, published by Workers’
Liberty. The “minority” perspective came to be summarized by
the slogan, “Neither Washington nor Moscow, but the Third Camp
of international socialism.” The SWP split apart, and in 1940
the “minority” founded the Workers Party, which would become
the Independent Socialist League in 1949.

The roots of the concept of the third camp go deeper. It was
not merely an attempt to create a theoretical framework to
understand developments in Russia, although it emerged through



that,  but  a  reassertion  of  something  integral,  even
foundational, in socialist politics: the idea that the working
class cannot rule except by and for itself. In his reply to
Trotsky in the debate that split the SWP, Max Shachtman, the
leader of the “minority,” put it like this:

I repeat, I do not believe in the bureaucratic proletarian
(socialist)  revolution  [that  is,  the  ability  of  the
Stalinist bureaucracy to advance the cause of socialism]. …
I reject the concept not out of “sentimental” reasons or a
Tolstoyan “faith in the people” but because I believe it to
be scientifically correct to repeat with Marx that the
emancipation  of  the  working  class  is  the  task  of  the
working class itself. The bourgeois revolution … could be
made and was made by other classes and social strata; the
bourgeoisie  could  be  liberated  from  feudal  rule  and
establish its social dictatorship under the aegis of other
social groups. But the proletarian revolution cannot be
made by others than the proletariat acting. … No one else

can free it—not even for a day.1

Shachtman’s conclusion represented a form of return to first
principles. In 1853 Marx and Engels, both of whom emphasized
that democratic forms are necessary to working-class rule, had
referred to the revolutionary potential of burgeoning working-
class movements as a “sixth power in Europe,” which could
“assert its supremacy over the whole of the five so-called

‘great’ powers.”2 Trotsky himself had coined the term when, in
1918,  he  described  the  revolutionary  working  class  as  an
independent  “third  camp”  in  the  1917  February  Revolution,
opposed to both the first camp of “all the property-owning and
ruling classes,” and the second camp of “the compromising

groups.”3

At the end of his life, Trotsky was wrong to argue, against
Shachtman and others, that the gains of the 1917 revolution
were still expressed, in however degenerated a form, in the



Stalinist state. But his vital roles in making that revolution
and then in defending it from Stalinist sabotage showed that
for  Trotsky,  the  golden  rule  of  revolutionary  socialist
politics  was  precisely  that  all  efforts  must  be  directed
toward building up working-class consciousness and political
independence. This was the thread of his politics, which those
who would found the third-camp tradition saw themselves as
picking up and extending.

That tradition today is scattered and semi-submerged.4 But it
contains much that could help reinvigorate and renew socialist
politics, and reorient a left in disarray.

Socialism From Below

In  1960  Hal  Draper,  who  emerged  as  one  of  the  foremost
theorists,  writers,  and  organizers  of  the  third-camp
tradition,  and  who  co-founded  the  journal  in  which  this
article  appears,  wrote  the  pamphlet  The  Two  Souls  of
Socialism.  Draper  argues  that  socialist  thought  throughout
history can be divided between “socialism from above” and
“socialism from below”—the former advocating utopian-elitist
conspiracies, or statist dictatorship, to deliver socialism to
the  masses,  and  the  latter  advocating  the  masses’  self-
activity  and  self-organization.  He  describes  working-class
self-emancipation as the “First Principle” of revolutionary

socialism.5

As a literary device, the concept of socialism from below is
useful. But to extrapolate from these three words a “way of
doing politics,” as Dan Swain called socialism from below in a

June  2015  article  for  rs21,  republished  by  New  Politics,6

obscures more than it clarifies.

The diffuse, loosely networked social movements of the past
decade—the  Tahrir  Square  uprising  in  Egypt,  the  Spanish
“Indignados,” the global Occupy movements—caught many leftist



imaginations, seeming to express a potential new grass-roots
politics  from  below  that  was  brushing  aside  the  old

orthodoxies and staid structures of parties and unions.7 But it
was in large part precisely because these movements had no
adequate,  permanently  organized  structures,  able  to  impose
above—at the level of politics, government, and society—the
demands and aspirations generated below, that the movements
dissipated—or,  as  in  the  case  of  the  Arab  Spring,  were
effectively  confiscated  by  reactionary  movements  that  were
organized above.

We require, in other words, a comprehensive perspective for
working-class power, from below and above. To achieve that,
our class needs its own political organizations: democratic
revolutionary parties. An overemphasis on socialism from below
as the summarizing concept of revolutionary politics can lead,
and, in Draper’s case, perhaps did lead, to de-emphasizing the
vital necessity of permanent political organization. The idea
of socialism from below can serve us as a literary device, but
only  if  it  is  part  of  a  more  thoroughgoing  independent
working-class politics.

The Left in Disarray: The Long

Retreat from the First Principle8

These are odd times to be a partisan of class politics and
moreover of the idea that authentic socialist politics are the
politics of working-class self-liberation. The economic crisis
of 2008 shook the immense mystique that neoliberal, free-
market capitalism had built up in the minds of millions, and
the consequences and sequels of that crisis are still working
themselves through. Looked at from one angle, that crisis
provided, and continues to provide, an epochal opportunity to
spread the idea that the working class, the global social
majority, which produces society’s vast wealth, should also
control that wealth.



But 2008 found much of the revolutionary left in the midst of
a long-term “retreat from class.” That was the phrase used by
the Marxist writer and historian Ellen Meiksins Wood in her
1986 book, The Retreat from Class: A New True Socialism. The
book was a polemic against those socialists, mainly but not
exclusively  from  Stalinist  or  Stalinist-influenced
backgrounds,  who  were  galloping  away  from  class-struggle
politics in the direction of a hodgepodge of post-modernism
and barely reformist liberal identity politics. Some of those
criticized remained in the tent of broad leftist or even labor
movements, but largely on their right wings. Yet much of post-
Trotsky Trotskyism, without ever really going over to the
right or explicitly abandoning principles, had also undertaken
its own version of the same retreat, a systematic backing away
from the idea of independent working-class politics as the
foundational  core  of  socialism,  a  retreat  from  the  first
principle of working-class self-emancipation.

Utterly disoriented by their Biblicist adherence to the claim
that  the  Stalinist  states  somehow  represented  historical
progress,  post-Trotsky  “orthodox”  Trotskyists  were  able  to
substitute a whole variety of locums for the independently
organized working class—other forces and movements that they
argued could be unconscious bearers of the socialist project,
or at least potential allies, and whose victories against
imperialism would be beneficial for socialist interests no
matter how murderously hostile they were in practice to actual
working-class organization.

The retreat from class has taken a variety of forms, not
always  in  the  direction  of  passive  support  for  anti-
imperialist locums. Elsewhere on the left, other tendencies
recoiling from a low ebb of class struggle and disoriented by
changes  in  capitalism  have  argued  that  automation,
atomization,  and  precarity  have  rendered  the  workplace  no
longer privileged as a site of anti-capitalist organization,
and organized labor no longer privileged as an agency for



socialist change.9 Some eco-socialists, responding to climate
crisis,  have  also  argued  that  there  is  no  longer  any
privileged  agent  of  socialist  transformation  nor  or  any
privileged  role  to  be  played  by  the  international

proletariat.10

These arguments deserve a hearing. The socialist movement is
not a religion, and no idea should be sacred in left thought.
If the two golden rules for revolutionary socialism proposed
at  the  beginning  of  this  article  no  longer  stand  up  to
reality,  they  should  be  amended  and  reshaped  or  ditched
entirely, and our politics should be reassessed. If it is no
longer the case that labor creates wealth, giving the working
class  a  privileged  position  as  an  agent  of  revolutionary
social change, we should indeed move to some kind of post-
class politics. But the evidence does not suggest this.

Far from disappearing from the historical stage, the wage-
working proletariat is expanding. It has become the biggest
single class only recently. Capitalist globalization has led
to the creation of vast new working classes, and with them,
new labor movements, throughout the world: in South Korea, in
Brazil, in India, in Mexico, in Nigeria, and elsewhere. It is
a  profound  historic  tragedy  that,  at  moments  when  the
international left should have been seizing the potential for
labor-movement growth and renewal by building movements of
internationalist  class  solidarity,  much  of  it  was  instead
focusing  on  cheer-leading  the  enemies  of  labor.  When  an
independent labor movement, an embryonic third camp, began to
emerge in Iraq following the U.S.-British overthrow of the
Ba’ath  regime,  the  global  far-left  largely  ignored  it,
preferring instead to idealize the so-called resistance to
U.S.-British occupation, led by competing factions of Sunni-
supremacist sectarians and Shi’a clerical-fascists.

There  are  certainly  challenges  inherent  in  attempting  to
reverse the retreat from class: Independent labor organization



is  still  weak  throughout  much  of  the  world.  Neoliberal
ideology has sunk deep and increasingly global roots that
organized socialists must struggle to confront. Debates about
tactics, strategies, and forms of organization are all vital.
But is there anything objective, material, in today’s world
which  suggests  that  socialist  politics  must  reassess  its
foundational principles that class is central and that our
politics must be one of working-class self-emancipation? The
evidence suggests not.

In returning to class, we can learn much by rediscovering the
theorizing and practice of those socialist traditions that
have, at times of upheaval and crisis on the left, cleaved to
the idea that the only consistent socialism is socialism as
working-class self-liberation.

Renewing the Third Camp,
Reasserting the First Principle

It  might  seem  odd  to  look  to  a  semi-submerged  historical
tradition, shaped in and by a different world, as a source for
contemporary socialist renewal. But the third-camp tradition
as it developed was not the product of some obscure quibble
over the theoretical characterization of a particular state.
Rather,  it  was  an  effort  to  reorient  the  revolutionary
socialist  movement,  undertaken  by  activists  who  could  see
clearly  how  Stalinism  was  deracinating,  distorting,  and
destroying socialist politics.

In attempting to renew socialism as a politics of working-
class self-emancipation, the third campists emphasized both
aspects:  independent  working-class  self-activity  and
organization,  and  emancipation  and  freedom.  Kicking  back
against the bureaucratic statism, top-down command structures,
and  enforced,  monolithic  ideological  homogeneity  that
Stalinism had made hegemonic in left politics, both as models
for the “socialist” society and the cultures of organizations
aspiring to build it, the third campists sought to reconnect



socialism with its libertarian core.

What does it mean, then, to aspire to the renewal of the
third-camp  tradition  today?  It  certainly  does  not  mean
adopting  a  religious  attitude  to  tradition,  claiming  some
unbroken chain of political doctrine from Marx and Engels
through Lenin and Trotsky to Shachtman and Draper. Neither
does it mean excluding all that is valuable in working-class
socialist traditions outside this genealogy.

The renewal of the third camp, in a world of left disarray and
insurgent populism (occasionally on the left but largely on
the  right)  fundamentally  means  reasserting  independent
working-class politics. It means reconnecting to the first
principle  of  revolutionary  socialism,  that  working-class
emancipation  cannot  be  won  by  hitching  our  wagon  to  the
parties or politics of other classes, but only on the basis of
our class organizing by and for itself. To renew the third
camp  today  means  a  return  to  class  as  the  key  axis  for
political  organization;  a  return  to  understanding  struggle
between classes, within every country, as the motor of social



change; and a re-forging of socialism as a project of working-
class self-liberation.

The literary emphasis that the concept of socialism from below
places  on  mass,  grass-roots  upheaval,  with  all  that  this
implies in terms of a vibrant, fructifying democracy rather
than  systems  of  command  and  control,  whether  in  our  own
organizations or the society we aspire to build, can aid that
renewal. But ultimately it is the concept of the third camp,
of independent working-class politics, that is key.

This first principle of revolutionary socialism goes right
back to its conception as a discrete politics. The work of
Marx and Engels was dedicated to helping the working class
understand itself, organize itself, become a class for itself.
Class  remains  the  fundamental  social  conflict,  the
relationship that holds the key to unlocking revolutionary
social change. Renewing the third camp, helping our class
become a class for itself, remains the key task of socialists
today.

Everything that helps this is useful to our cause; everything
that  slows  it  down  is  harmful.  That  is  the  essence  of
revolutionary socialism; that is our golden rule. Everything
else is commentary, strategy, and tactics.
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Politics  (Vol.  5,  No.1,  Winter  1966),  57-84.
6.  Dan  Swain,  “Socialism  From  Below,”  online  at
newpol.org/socialism-below  (accessed  05/04/2017).
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9. See, for example, the essay “Six Theses on Anxiety and Why
It  Is  Effectively  Preventing  Militancy,  and  One  Possible
Strategy for Overcoming It,” written by the Institute for
Precarious Consciousnes and especially promoted by the UK-
based group Plan C.
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The International Socialist Organization is committed to building an
revolutionary organization that participates in the struggles for justice
and liberation today—and, ultimately, for a future socialist society. The
ISO has branches across the country whose members are involved in
helping to build a number of struggles: the movement to stop war and
occupation, the immigrant rights movement and other fights against
racism, the struggle for women’s rights–like the right to choose abor-
tion, opposing anti-gay bigotry, and standing up for workers’ rights.
The misery that millions of people around the world face is rooted in
the society we live in—capitalism, where the few who rule profit from
the labor of the vast majority of the population. In the U.S., a tiny pro-
portion of the population enjoys fantastic wealth, while millions of peo-
ple live in desperate poverty, and many more live paycheck to pay-
check. Yet we have the resources to feed, clothe and educate every-
one on the planet.  A world free of exploitation—socialism—is not
only possible but worth fighting for. The ISO stands in the tradition of
revolutionary socialists like Karl Marx, V.I. Lenin, Rosa Luxemburg and
Leon Trotsky in the belief that workers
themselves—the vast majority of the pop-
ulation—are the only force that can lead
the fight to win a socialist society.
Socialism can’t be brought about from
above, but has to be won by workers
themselves. The Democratic Party, much
like the Republicans, acts in the interests
of Corporate America and the privileged
few at the top. Therefore, we do not sup-
port their candidates.  We see our task as
building an independent socialist organi-
zation with members organizing in our
workplaces, our schools and our neigh-
borhoods to bring socialist ideas to the
struggles we are involved in today, and
the vision of a socialist world in the future. 

THE WAY A BRANCH WORKS: 
MMeeeettiinnggss  
Most branches meet once a week, these meetings will usually either
be: public meetings on some relevant political topic that we advertise
broadly; organizing meetings that we use to have discussions of our
different areas of work, to gain a clear political perspective on the
political issues of the day, or educational meetings to discuss an issue
of socialist theory that we use to deepen our understanding of how we
can change society.

SSoocciiaall iisstt  WWoorrkkeerr  SSaalleess
The other major activity that members of the branch participate in
each week is selling our newspaper, Socialist Worker, and its bi-
monthly spanish language supplement, Obrerro Socialista. We do this

not only to put out an alternative perspective on the crisis in our world
than the one we all get from the corporate media, but more impor-
tantly to meet and talk to people about socialist politics, and to try to
get them involved in activism and in the ISO. Every member should
sign up for two sales a week. At the branch meeting, you can find out
when and where these sales happen and sign up.

AAccttiivviisstt  WWoorrkk  
As socialists, we think that the only way that capitalism can ultimately
be overthrown is by the active revolutionary struggle of the majority of
working people. But during most periods, the majority of workers
aren’t convinced of the need to get rid of capitalism. People can occa-
sionally be convinced of the need for socialism through discussion
alone, but in most cases, people’s ideas about society change through
struggle—whether it be in workplace struggles against paycuts and
layoffs or for unionization, or struggles to end war, against police bru-
tality, and more. Through our participation in various struggles, we

hope not only to win victories against war,
racism, etc., but also to convince others
involved in these struggles of the need to
fight for a different type of society altogeth-
er—a socialist society. Many of the activists
of the 1960s and 1970s became revolution-
ary socialists as their ideas changed in the
course of struggles against the Vietnam War,
against women’s oppression, and against
racism. 

The ISO is involved in many struggles, such
as building the immigrant rights and anti-war
movements, supporting workers’ struggles,
campaigning against the death penalty,
defending abortion rights, and many other
issues.  Around certain areas of activism that

a branch relates to every week, we have fractions set up so that those
ISO members involved in a particular area of struggle can meet and
collectively strategize and discuss our work in these movements. We
also have a branch-building fraction that is more exclusively focused
on political educaation and how to build the ISO. Everyone in the
branch should be involved in one of these fractions. 

PPuubbll iiccaattiioonnss
In addition to our weekly newspaper, Socialist Worker, and its bi-
monthly spanish language supplement, Obrerro Socialista, the ISO has
several other important publications that we use: The International
Socialist Review, our bi-monthly magazine. The ISR features longer,
more theoretical articles as well as interviews with important activists
from struggles around the world.  There are excellent archives and
resources on our websites. (www.socialistworker.org and  

A Quick Intro to the ISO
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www.isreview.org)

We support Haymarket Books—an independent left wing book pub-
lisher that has put out a number of cutting edge books in the last few
years, ranging from  Marxist theory and tradition to detailed historical
analysis of important events of the past two centuries. In order to arm
ourselves for the fight for a better world, we need to take ideas seri-
ously and learn the lessons of past victories as well as defeats.
Haymarket books are an excellent tool for this.   Check out their cata-
logue at haymarketbooks.org

DDuueess  
We live in a capitalist society where very little can be accomplished
without money. The ISO is a completely self-funded organization. That
means that we don’t have any funds outside of what our members
themselves can raise. Often we will hold public fundraisers to pay for
the weekly operation of our branch (renting meeting space and pro-
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viding translation services and/or child care) or for special events or
actions. But on a national level we rely on our own members’ monthly
contributions to keep our organization running. That is why every
member of the ISO is expected to pay dues. Without these funds, we
could not put out any of our publications, nor could we hold meet-
ings—basically, dues enable us to function politically. If members
have a bank account and are able to, they should get on dues check-
off. This simply means that your dues will automatically be deducted
from your bank account every month so the treasurer doesn’t have
to track people down and get cash from them, and it greatly facili-
tates the functioning of our branch and our organization as a whole.
Talk to the branch treasurer about getting on dues check-off.

Local Branch 
Contact  & meeting info:

Publications
www.socialistworker.org
www.isreview.org
www.haymarketbooks.org

Lee el número más reciente de
Obrero Socialista, el suplemento en
español de Socialist Worker.

www.socialistworker.org/Obrero.shtml
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Socialism, Not Capitalism
War, poverty, exploitation and oppression are products of the capitalist
system, a system in which a minority ruling class profits from the labor
of the majority. The alternative is socialism, a society based on work-
ers collectively owning and controlling the wealth their labor creates.

We stand in the Marxist tradition, founded by Karl Marx and Frederick
Engels, and continued by V.I. Lenin, Rosa Luxemburg and Leon Trotsky.

Workers’ Power
Workers create society’s wealth, but have no control over its produc-
tion and distribution. A socialist society can only be built when workers
collectively take control of that wealth and democratically plan its pro-
duction and distribution according to human needs instead of profit.

The working class is the vast majority of society and is the key to the
fight for socialism. Workers’ central role in production give them a
social power–by use of the strike weapon–to paralyze the system like
no other social force.

Socialism is working-class self-emancipation. Only mass struggles of
the workers themselves can put an end to the capitalist system of
oppression and exploitation.

We support trade unions as essential to the fight for workers’ econom-
ic and political rights. To make the unions fight for workers’ interests,
rank-and-file workers must organize themselves independent of the
union officials.

Revolution
We actively support the struggle of workers and all oppressed people
for economic, political and social reforms, both as a means to improve
their conditions and to advance their confidence and fighting strength.
But reforms within the capitalist system cannot put an end to oppres-
sion and exploitation. Capitalism must be replaced.

The structures of the present government grew up under capitalism
and are designed to protect capitalist rule. The working class needs
an entirely different kind of state–a democratic workers’ state based
on councils of workers’ delegates.

We do not support candidates of capitalist parties like the Democrats
or the Republicans. We support genuine left-wing candidates and politi-
cal action that promotes independence from the corporate-dominated
two-party system in the U.S.

Internationalism
Capitalism is an international system, so the struggle for socialism
must be international, uniting workers of all countries. Socialists
oppose imperialism–the division of the globe based on the subjugation
of weaker nations by stronger ones–and support the self-determina-
tion of oppressed nations. We oppose all immigration controls.
We oppose U.S. intervention in Cuba, the Middle East, and elsewhere.
We are for self-determination for Puerto Rico.

China and Cuba, like the former Soviet Union and Eastern Bloc, have
nothing to do with socialism. They are state capitalist regimes. We sup-
port the struggles of workers in these countries against the bureau-
cratic ruling class.

Full Equality and Liberation
Capitalism divides the working class, based on sexual, racial and
national distinctions. The specially oppressed groups within the work-
ing class suffer the most under capitalism.

We oppose racism in all its forms. We support the struggle for immi-
grants rights. We fight for real social, economic and political equality
for women and for an end to discrimination against lesbians and gays.

We support the fight for Black liberation and all the struggles of the
oppressed. The liberation of the oppressed is essential to socialist
revolution and impossible without it.

The Revolutionary Party
To achieve socialism, the most militant workers must be organized into
a revolutionary socialist party. The ISO is committed to playing a role
in laying the foundations for such a party. We aim to build an inde-
pendent socialist organization, rooted in workplaces, schools and
neighborhoods that, in fighting today’s struggles, also wins larger
numbers to socialism.

Where We Stand
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Human need, not corporate greed.
Socialism is based on the idea that we should use the vast resources
of society to meet people’s needs.

It seems so obvious–if people are hungry, they should be fed; if peo-
ple are homeless, we should build homes for them; if people are sick,
the best medical care should be available to them. A socialist society
would take the immense wealth of the rich and use it to meet the basic
needs of all society. The money wasted on weapons could be used to
end poverty, homelessness, and all other forms of scarcity.

There’s no blueprint for what a socialist society will look like. That will
be determined by the generations to come who are living in one. But it
seems obvious that such a society would guarantee every person
enough to eat and a sturdy roof over their heads. The education sys-
tem would be made free–and reorganized so that every child’s ability
is encouraged. Health care would be made free and accessible to all,
as would all utilities like gas and electricity. Public transportation would
also be made free–and more practical and efficient. All of these basic
needs would become top priorities.

A socialist society would not only take away the existing wealth of the
ruling class, but also its economic control over the world. The means
of production–the factories, offices, mines, and so on–would be owned
by all of society. Under the current system, important economic deci-
sions are left to the chaos of the free market and to the blind competi-
tion of capitalists scrambling for profits. Under socialism, the majority
of people would plan democratically what to do and how do it.

Not surprisingly, socialist ideas bring loud complaints from defenders
of the capitalist system. Most come down to the same thing: Public
ownership and planning would involve a bunch of bureaucrats ordering
people around and telling them what they should want.

It’s a ridiculous accusation when you consider that the majority of peo-
ple under capitalism have no meaningful choices about the things that
matter the most in their lives–what they do at work and how they do it,
what they can buy, how they spend the bulk of their time. These deci-
sions are made in the corporate boardrooms, in the Oval Office, in the
judges’ chambers–without anyone’s input.

Socialist planning would involve the exact opposite of this: the widest
possible debate and discussion about what’s needed in society and
how to achieve it. Instead of leaving decisions about what gets pro-
duced and how to a handful of executives, all workers would have a
voice in what they do at their workplace. And larger bodies of demo-
cratically elected representatives would be able to fully discuss overall

social priorities.

If a socialist society mistakenly produced too much of one product, the
extra could be given away and resources shifted into making some-
thing else. When capitalists make this kind of mistake, factories are
shut down, workers are thrown onto the street, food is destroyed to
push up prices, and so on. Socialism would put an end to this absurd
waste.

In order for planning to work, a socialist society must be democratic
–much more so than the current system. Democracy and capitalism
don’t really go hand in hand. In fact, repressive dictatorships run
many so-called models of the free market in less developed countries.
Even in countries that brag about how democratic they are, democra-
cy is limited to electing representatives to government every two or
four years.

Unfortunately, the record of the former USSR, China, and other so-
called socialist countries has created the impression that socialism is a
top-down society run by party bosses. This has nothing to do with
genuine socialism–or, for that matter, with the whole experience of
working-class struggle. Socialism will be democratic in a more funda-
mental way.

There were many revolutionary upheavals during the twentieth centu-
ry–Russia in 1917, Spain in the 1930s, Iran in 1979, to mention only
a few--and each one created a similar system for the majority in socie-
ty to make decisions about the organization and priorities of the
struggle. Each time, democracy revolved around a system of workers’
councils–representative bodies elected from workplaces. All of the dif-
ferent examples of workers’ councils over the years have shared com-
mon features: the ability of workers to immediately recall elected rep-
resentatives; wages for representatives no higher than those of the
people they represent; elections at mass meetings rather than in iso-
lated voting booths.

We can’t predict the exact form of workers’ councils in a socialist soci-
ety. What is important is the democratic principle that these bodies
have represented in past struggles. The basic principle common to all
revolutions is that representatives must be held accountable to those
they represent. This can only be accomplished if discussion and argu-
ment thrive in every corner of society--and if representatives are
responsible to the outcomes of those discussions. Such a system
would be many times more democratic than what currently exists.

The heart of socialism is equality. Karl Marx and Frederick Engels
summed up its aim with a simple slogan: "From each according to their

The Case for Socialism
By Alan Maas
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ability, to each according to their need."

This basic concept infuriates the bosses and their ideologues. They
reject the idea of a society without power and privilege for a small
group. They complain that under socialism, everyone would be paid
the same amount. This is true. Roughly speaking, people would receive
the same thing–there’s no reason for it to work any other way.

"Aha!" comes the response. "You’d pay a brain surgeon the same as
you’d pay a truck driver! Then no one would put in the work to
become a brain surgeon."

Such a statement is telling about the priorities of capitalist
society–that the only reason people would try to heal the sick is for
money. Without financial incentive, the logic goes, no one will pursue
work that requires a lot of education, training, and skill. 

What a travesty! Socialism would be about giving people the opportu-
nity to do what they really want. It would encourage them to become
doctors, scientists, artists, or anything else
they might desire–unlike now, where peo-
ple’s access to education is limited by their
access to cash.

Capitalism actually stifles people’s creativity.
Only a minority of people are asked to put
their minds to the running of society–and
most of them do it for the purpose of mak-
ing themselves richer, not for achieving any
common good.

We would use our technological knowledge
to eliminate boring or dangerous jobs as
much as possible–and share out equally
the tasks we couldn’t automate. The goal
would be to free all people to do the work
they love–and to give them the leisure time to enjoy the wonders of
the world around them.

Imagine what society would be like if it mattered what ordinary people
thought–if it mattered what an assembly line worker thought about the
pace of work and whether it was necessary or what a hospital worker
thought about the availability of medical resources and how to use
those resources. That’s a world where people would become fully alive
in a way they never will under capitalism.

Can the system be fixed?
The basic idea of socialism–that the resources of society should be
used to meet people’s needs–seems like the simplest of proposals.
The more difficult question is how to achieve it. How can society be
transformed? In high school civics class, the textbooks explain that
political change takes place "through the system." The U.S. govern-

ment represents the "will of the people," we’re taught, and people who
want to "make a difference" should use the democratic process–by
working for political candidates they like and maybe even running for
office themselves.

But to judge from the 2000 election, the chances of "making a differ-
ence" aren’t too good. The main qualification for a serious candidate
for president, for example, had nothing to do with "political vision" or
any of the overblown phrases thrown around in the media. Instead, it
was the candidate’s ability to raise outrageous sums of money from
wealthy donors. George W. Bush got the jump on the other candidates.
By the beginning of 2000, almost a year before the election, he had
raked in $67 million–three times the existing record set by Bill Clinton
in 1996. 

Republicans have always been better than Democrats at getting money
from rich donors, but the Democrats regularly rake in big bucks from
corporations. And there are plenty of players who give money to both
sides. During the 1992 election, for instance, Atlantic Richfield, Archer

Daniels Midland, RJR Nabisco, Philip Morris,
and the Tobacco Institute all gave more
than $100,000 to both parties.

During the 1998 election campaign, contri-
butions to the major parties hit a record
$1.6 billion. Business gave 63 percent of
the cash–compared to less than 3 percent
from unions, which are regularly denounced
by Republicans as trying to control
Washington. Election 2000 was no different:
From the presidential race on down, the
important contests were all but decided by
a special class of voters–the millionaires
who voted with their checkbooks.

Big business doesn’t give away all that
money for the hell of it. They expect something in return. A few years
ago, Republican House leaders were caught allowing business lobby-
ists to actually write the legislation that gutted environmental regula-
tions. Within months of taking office, George W. Bush was in hot water
for letting his oil industry pals set energy policy for the nation. Even if
most politicians aren’t so brazen, this is basically how things are done
in Washington.

Of course, money aside, a politician can’t win an election without the
votes of ordinary people. This is why candidates campaign on how
they’ll improve people’s lives. But this is a fraud. Politicians under cap-
italism are the public face of a system set up for the rich. Their job is
to say one thing to the majority of the population, then to do another
for those they really serve. You don’t need to look any further than Bill
Clinton’s presidency for a prime example of this.

Socialism would be about 
giving people the opportunity
to do what they really want. It

would encourage them to
become doctors, scientists,

artists, or anything else they
might desire–unlike now,
where people’s access to 

education is limited by their
access to cash.



After 12 years of Ronald Reagan in the White House, Bill Clinton was a
breath of fresh air to millions of people. He promised "change." He
promised to "put people first." He promised universal health care. He
promised to fight discrimination against gays and lesbians, to fight
racism, and to defend a woman’s right to choose. He also promised
labor unions that he would ban the permanent replacement of striking
workers.

But Clinton began to break his promises even before taking office.
Within months, most of his promised agenda had disappeared. We
ended up with "don’t ask, don’t tell" for gays in the military, for
instance, and he didn’t lift a finger as legislation to ban the use of
scabs during strikes went down to defeat in the Senate–which was
controlled at the time by the Democrats. He took two years to screw
up health care reform, compromising on one provision after another in
the hope of staying on the good side of the health care bosses. And
this was only the beginning.

Clinton signed into law legislation that Ronald Reagan or George Bush
could only dream of. In 1995, Clinton agreed to a proposal to balance
the federal budget that required across-the-board spending cuts.
Departments like the Occupational Safety
and Health Administration and the
Environmental Protection Agency suffered
the consequences. And the next year,
Clinton signed the Republican Party’s ver-
sion of welfare "reform." Clinton promised
to pursue bipartisanship–a code word for
more "lite" versions of Republican 
proposals. 

Politicians like Bill Clinton are a dime a
dozen. The only characteristic that distin-
guishes Clinton is the skill with which he
talked out of both sides of his mouth.

Politicians claim they’re answerable to "the people." But they’re really
answerable to the bosses who control U.S. society. President Woodrow
Wilson admitted as much at the beginning of the twentieth century.
Suppose you go to Washington and try to get at your government. You
will always find that while you are politely listened to, the men really
consulted are the men who have the big stake--the big bankers, the
big manufacturers and the big masters of commerce…. The masters
of the government of the United States are the combined capitalists
and manufacturers of the United States.

Nearly a century later, Wilson’s words ring as true as ever. Both of the
main political parties in the U.S. are run in the interests of those who
control the purse strings–and they, overwhelmingly, are the bosses. 

Of course, Republicans and Democrats aren’t exactly alike. On any
given issue, most Republicans are likely to be more conservative than
most Democrats, but the differences between the two parties are

minor in comparison to the fundamental similarities that unite them.
Nevertheless, these differences are important in terms of how the two
parties are seen by most people. It’s been many years since anyone
thought of the Republicans as anything other than the party of big
business. But the Democrats have the reputation as the party of the
people–the mainstream party that looks out for the interests of labor
and minorities. 

The truth is quite different.
The Democratic Party’s image dates back to the Great Depression of
the 1930s and President Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s New Deal
reforms. These reforms laid the basis for many of the programs that
we associate with the federal government today–like Social Security
and unemployment insurance. These reforms were important victories,
and it’s no wonder that workers look back on the politicians associat-
ed with them as friends of labor. 

That’s not how Roosevelt thought of himself, however. "[T]hose who
have property [fail] to realize that I am the best friend the profit sys-
tem ever had," Roosevelt said. In fact, Roosevelt carried out the New
Deal reforms as a conscious effort to head off a social revolt sparked

by the Great Depression. In return, he got
labor’s votes–cementing the labor move-
ment’s misplaced loyalty to the Democrats,
which lasts to this day.

The Democrats played much the same role
during the social upheavals of the 1960s.
Presidents John F. Kennedy and Lyndon
Johnson today have an entirely unearned
reputation as antiracists because they even-
tually supported some civil rights reforms.
But they had to be dragged into it. Kennedy
did his best to ignore the growing civil rights

movement in the U.S. South, and it was only after the Black struggle
grew to explosive proportions that Johnson–a Southern Democrat with
a long record of opposing civil rights–pushed through the Civil Rights
Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965, the two key pieces of
1960s civil rights legislation. 

The Democrats succeeded in co-opting a number of leaders of social
movements, eventually putting them in the position of managing the
system. For example, in the late 1960s, the Democratic Party–once
the party of Southern slavery–opened its doors to Black politicians.
The number of Black elected officials shot up to more than 10,000.
Most major U.S. cities have had an African American mayor for some
period of time. But these politicians–elected with the hope that they
would challenge racism–have carried out the same attacks. They’ve
ended up imposing the cuts in social services and defending racist
police.

But, in spite of their record, at every election the Democrats have
been able to count on their reputation as champions of workers and
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the poor. Consider the fact that Bill Clinton–after all of his broken
promises–had the uninterrupted support of organized labor and liber-
al organizations. In fact, these groups at various times disarmed
opposition to Clinton’s policies. On the eve of Clinton’s signing of wel-
fare reform legislation in August 1996, Marian Wright Edelman, head
of the Children’s Defense Fund, called off a planned demonstration in
Washington, D.C., at the urging of the White House. 

In fact, the bosses got away with welfare reform without much of a
fight at all. That’s because the liberal organizations that could have
organized a response insisted that it was more important to stand
behind Clinton for fear of getting something worse–a Republican 
victory in the 1996 election. 

This is a perfect example of the politics of "lesser evilism." The argu-
ment–which emerges at every election–is that people should hold
their noses and vote Democrat to avoid the greater evil of a
Republican victory. The problem is that in voting for the lesser evil, you
usually get the lesser and the greater evil. Bill Clinton is a case in
point. He certainly talked a better game than George Bush or Bob
Dole, but in office, he enacted legislation that could have come from
their playbooks. So, though the "lesser evil" won in 1992 and 1996,
the Republican agenda--getting "tough on crime," enforcing "fiscal
responsibility," gutting the social safety net–took center stage.

Politicians won’t make any concessions to our side if they know we’re
in their back pockets. If they think they can take the support of liberal
organizations for granted, then they’ll sign laws like welfare reform
without a second thought–on the assumption that they can win a few
more votes in the next election by appealing to the right.

That’s why we need an independent alternative to the twin parties of
capitalism.

The limits of reform
Not every country that calls itself a democracy is dominated by two
political parties that stand for capitalism.

Most countries of Western Europe have mass parties associated with
the labor movement–and by the late 1990s, these parties were run-
ning the governments in France, Germany, Britain, and elsewhere. 

So would we come closer to socialism in the U.S. if we could vote for a
political party that stood for the working class rather than the capital-
ist class? Such a party would certainly be an advance over what exists
now, but ultimately, socialism can’t come through the ballot box. 

We’re encouraged to believe that government stands above
society–that it’s the negotiator between competing groups like employ-
ers and workers. But this is an illusion. Governments in capitalist soci-
eties are tools of the ruling class. One reason for this has already
been shown–that the bosses have a lot bigger say in what our elected
representatives decide to do–but there’s more to the question. 

Governments consist of much more than elected representatives.
Bureaucrats–who aren’t answerable in any way to the rest of 
society–make crucial decisions affecting people’s lives. Then there’s
the judicial side of the U.S. government. Federal judges all the way up
to the Supreme Court never face an election. And standing beyond all
this are what Frederick Engels called "bodies of armed men"–the
police and the army. Formally, the Pentagon may be answerable to
elected politicians. But, in reality, it’s a power unto itself.

Because of this, even politicians with every intention of "making a dif-
ference" find that rather than pulling the levers of power, the levers of
power pull them. They end up managing the system they expected to
change. 

Suppose that you were elected president and were determined to
impose a tax on the rich to pay for a system of universal health care.
Within minutes of taking office, you would get a visit from your appoint-
ed treasury secretary and the chair of the government’s central bank,
the Federal Reserve, whom you didn’t pick. They would tell you that
Wall Street wanted nothing to do with your plan unless you compro-
mised. If you persisted, the bosses would take further action--perhaps
sending their money out of the country so it couldn’t be taxed and
causing turbulence on the financial markets until you cried "uncle."

The "realistic" response of politicians is to make concessions--to try to
find some arrangement that’s acceptable to all sides. But when this
becomes the priority, politics turns into the art of compromise instead
of a campaign to accomplish something. And pressure to compromise
shapes the plans and outlook of the people trying to make change in a
system rigged against them.

Beyond all of these considerations, many of the most important deci-
sions about people’s lives have nothing to do with decisions made by
elected officials or government bureaucrats. For example, no politician
voted for the tens of thousands of layoffs happening around the U.S.
The only people who had a say in that decision are company execu-
tives–answerable, if at all, to the tiny handful of people rich enough to
own a significant chunk of the company’s stock. 

This is why the system can’t be reformed. Elected representatives are
only one part of government under capitalism. And in a number of
tragic examples in countries around the world, they’ve turned out to
be a dispensable part–when sections of the ruling class have decided
to ditch democracy and rule by brute force. 

Chile provides the most famous example of this. The socialist Salvador
Allende was elected president in 1970 on a fairly mild program of
reform that included nationalizing parts of the economy. Many people
took this as a sign that socialism could be voted into existence. But for
the next three years, Chile’s bosses–and their international partners,
especially in the U.S.–did everything they could to sabotage Allende.
They succeeded in forcing him to compromise, but even this wasn’t
good enough. When the time was ripe, Chile’s generals made their
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move–launching a bloody coup that claimed the lives of tens of thou-
sands of Chilean workers.

The truth is that even if they aren’t bought off, politicians don’t have
the power to make the kind of change that would really transform soci-
ety. Instead of trying to elect well-intentioned politicians to make what
changes they can, we need to overturn the whole system. That is what
a revolution is all about: taking away the power of the people at the
top of society to make unaccountable decisions that affect our lives;
getting rid of a state machine that is organized to preserve this
power; and organizing a completely different and more democratic
system of workers’ councils to decide how society should be run.
This doesn’t mean that socialists don’t care about reforms. In fact,
outside of revolutionary upheavals, socialists spend most of their
efforts mobilizing pressure to win changes in the existing system.
Reforms make workers lives easier and increase their power in the
here and now. And they make people more confident in the struggle to
win further change. As the revolutionary Rosa Luxemburg wrote. “Can
we counterpose the social revolution, the transformation of the exist-
ing social order, our final goal, to social reforms?“

Certainly not. The daily struggle for reforms, for the amelioration of
the condition of the workers within the framework of the existing social
order, and for democratic institutions, offers to [socialists] the only
means of engaging in the proletarian class war and working in the
direction of the final goal–the conquest of political power and the sup-
pression of wage labor. Between social reforms and revolution there
exists…an indissoluble tie. The struggle for reforms is its means; the
social revolution, its aim.

Socialists fight for reforms, but reforms by themselves aren’t enough.
They can always be taken back if the movement retreats. We need rev-
olution because capitalist society can’t be permanently changed in any
other way.

"If there is no struggle, there is no progress"
Socialists who talk about the need for a revolution in order to funda-
mentally change society are often accused of being unrealistic and
utopian. The argument starts in different ways–people are bought off
by the system, they’re made stupid by television and popular culture,
the U.S. government is too powerful to challenge. But it always ends
with the question: How can a revolution ever take place in the U.S.?

Actually, the question isn’t whether a revolution can take place in the
United States. The question is whether another revolution can take
place. 

In a little more than two centuries, the U.S. has had two revolutions.
The first, in 1776, overthrew colonial rule by Britain’s monarchy. That
struggle spread to every corner of society and produced a new nation
organized around a representative government and perhaps the
widest system of democracy known to the world at that point. There
were gaping holes–the terrible crime of slavery was left untouched, for

example–but the new United States was an advance over what existed
before.

The U.S. experienced another social revolution 90 years later: the Civil
War of 1861-65, which destroyed the Southern system of slavery.
Today, credit for "freeing the slaves" usually goes to Abraham Lincoln
and perhaps a few army generals. But the North never would have
won the war against slavery without the active participation of masses
of people. Black slaves themselves played a crucial role in sparking
the struggle, as did the agitators of the abolitionist movement in the
North. And it was the courage and sacrifice of soldiers in the Northern
army--many of whom started without a clear idea of the war’s aim, but
became convinced over time of the need to abolish slavery–that trans-
formed U.S. society.

The Revolutionary War and the Civil War weren’t socialist revolutions.
They were revolutions against national oppression and slavery that left
the economic setup of capitalism intact. Nevertheless, these struggles
fundamentally shaped U.S. society–and they disprove the picture of a
country that’s always been stable and quiet.

What’s more, the years since have produced other uprisings that have
shaken U.S. society to its foundations–the struggle for the eight-hour
day during the 1880s; the "great red year" of 1919, when one in five
U.S. workers was on strike; the 1930s movements, including the battle
to win mass unionization; and the 1960s, which opened with the civil
rights movement in the South and closed with struggles that ques-
tioned everything about U.S. society, from the brutal war in Vietnam to
the oppression of women and gays and lesbians.

This way of looking at the past is very different from what passes for
history in school. To begin with, the way history is usually
taught–remembering the names of famous people and the dates when
they did something important–is upside down. The course of history
depends, first and foremost, not on what a few "great men" did or
thought but on the struggles of huge numbers of people, especially
during the times when they organized themselves in rebellions and
revolutions. It’s not that figures like George Washington and Abraham
Lincoln are unimportant. But what they did and what they’re remem-
bered for today was shaped by the actions of masses of people who
aren’t remembered at all.

Something else flows from a socialist view of history. We’re encouraged
to believe that political and social change, if it happens at all, takes
place at a safe, gradual pace. Let any group of people organize to
show their opposition to an injustice, and they’re certain to be told to
be patient–to let the system work as it has in the past. But this goes
against the whole history of the struggle for justice and equality. For
example, in the first half of the nineteenth century, virtually every U.S.
politician, North and South, believed that the enslavement of Blacks
would die out eventually if the Southern slave system was left alone.
Yet, the power of slavery only grew. It took a civil war to put an end to
this horror. 
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The U.S. is supposed to be the most stable of countries. But revolu-
tions and social upheavals are a constant theme. And most of the
reforms that workers take for granted today are a product of those
upheavals. For example, unemployment insurance was introduced as
part of President Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s New Deal program of
the 1930s. Roosevelt didn’t come up with the idea. He was forced by
the crisis of the Great Depression and by massive social pressure to
adopt an idea put forward by workers.

Of course, political leaders like Roosevelt always end up with the credit
in history textbooks for the reforms they were forced to carry out. But
this doesn’t change the fact that they were forced to act–regardless of
their political affiliation. Consider this: Republican president Richard
Nixon launched more antidiscrimination and affirmative action pro-
grams than Democratic president Bill Clinton. That’s not because Nixon
was more liberal–on the contrary, he was a miserable right-winger. But
Nixon was under pressure to act from the mass social movements of
the 1960s and early 1970s–something Clinton didn’t face.

The great abolitionist leader Frederick Douglass made all this plain
with these words: 
The whole history of the progress of human
liberty shows that all concessions yet made
to her august claims have been born of
earnest struggle…. If there is no struggle,
there is no progress. Those who profess to
favor freedom and yet deprecate agitation
are men who want crops without plowing up
the ground, they want rain without thunder
and lightning. They want the ocean without
the awful roar of its mighty waters. The
struggle may be a moral one, or it may be a
physical one, and it may be both moral and
physical, but it must be a struggle. Power concedes nothing without 
a demand. It never did and it never will.

A power greater than their hoarded gold?
For hundreds if not thousands of years, most societies around the
world have been divided between exploiters and exploited--between a
ruling class of people that runs society in its own interest and much
larger exploited classes whose labor is the source of their rulers’
wealth and power. Under each system, the biggest conflicts have been
between these classes--over who rules, who gets ruled over, and how. 

As Marx and Engels put it in The Communist Manifesto:
The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class 
struggles. Freeman and slave, patrician and plebeian, lord and serf,
guildmaster and journeyman, in a word, oppressor and oppressed,
stood in constant opposition to one another, carried on an 
uninterrupted, now hidden, now open fight.

In all of these societies, the oppressed have dreamed of a future world
of equality and justice where their oppression would end. And they

have fought for it–from the slave rebellion against the Roman Empire
led by Spartacus to the peasant uprisings in Europe, among others.
So the ideals of socialism aren’t new. But the possibility of achieving
them is the product of only the last few centuries–in most parts of the
world, of just the last 100 years.

Why? Because socialism can’t be organized on the basis of scarcity.
Unless there’s enough to go around, there’s certain to be a scramble
over who gets what. That scramble is bound to produce a class socie-
ty–a society in which one group of people organizes the system to
make sure they get enough, even if others go without. Only under cap-
italism has human knowledge and technology been raised to the point
where we can feed every person on the planet, clothe them, put roofs
over their heads, and so on.

So, under capitalism, there’s no longer any natural reason for poverty
to exist. But abolishing poverty means getting rid of the system that
causes it–and that requires a social force capable of overthrowing it.
Marx and Engels argued that, in the process of its development, capi-
talism produced "its own gravediggers"–the working class, with the

power to overthrow the system and establish
a new society not divided between rulers
and ruled.

Why did Marx and Engels talk about the
working class? Not because workers suffer
the most under capitalism or because
they’re morally superior to any other group.
Socialists focus on the position that workers
occupy in the capitalist economy. Their labor
produces the profits that make the system
tick. The working class as a whole has a
special power to paralyze the system–to

bring the profit system to a halt by not working.

You can see this power in situations that fall well short of revolution. In
March 1996, General Motors provoked a strike of 3,200 autoworkers
at two Dayton, Ohio, factories that made brake parts for most GM vehi-
cles. It was a huge blunder. Within a week, the walkout had crippled
GM’s production across North America. All but two of the company’s
assembly plants had to close. GM lost about $1 billion in profits in 15
days. Management gave in.

By the same token, a general strike by workers throughout the econo-
my can paralyze a whole country–and bring a government to its
knees. That’s what happened in Poland in 1980 with the revolt of the
Solidarnosc trade union. The upheaval began with a strike by shipyard
workers in Gdansk, but it soon spread to involve 10 million workers
across the country. Within weeks, democratically organized workers’
committees sprang up to organize the strike and to make decisions
about how to provide essential services. The so-called socialist gov-
ernment–a dictatorial regime with a long record of vicious repres-
sion–was powerless to restore order for more than a year. Before the
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strike, Polish workers would never have guessed that they could rock
a seemingly all-powerful police state. But they cut off the lifeblood of
the system: the wealth they created by their labor.

Of course, other groups in capitalist society can, and do, fight back.
For example, during the 1960s, the biggest upheavals in the U.S.
involved African Americans fighting for civil rights and against racism.
These were magnificent struggles that won real and lasting changes.
And they inspired other parts of society to fight. But, by themselves,
Blacks didn’t have the power to transform the whole system. First,
they were a minority of the population. And, organized as a community,
African Americans had the moral power to embarrass and persuade--
but not the kind of economic power to hit the bosses where it hurts. 

Struggles organized on the basis of class have the potential of uniting
the working majority in society. They hold out the promise of overcom-
ing divisions among the have-nots–and of uniting people to fight on a
common basis, not only for the demands they share, but also for the
demands of specific groups. What’s more, workers’ struggles repre-
sent a direct threat to the wealth of the ruling class–the source of
their power over society.

But workers only have power if they’re united. "Labor in white skin
cannot emancipate itself where it is branded in Black skin," Marx wrote
about slavery in the United States. His point can be extended to every
form of bigotry and discrimination. That’s why it’s crucial for socialists
to champion all fights against oppression. These struggles are just in
their own right. But they’re also critical in building working-class unity.

Unity has to be fought for. But there’s something about the nature of
work under capitalism that pushes workers to fight–and to organize
that fight in a collective way. First of all, the whole dynamic of capital-
ism is for the bosses to try to increase their wealth by squeezing more
profits out of workers. That means trying to get workers to work hard-
er for the same or less pay. This drive for profit puts the bosses on a
collision course with workers.

Moreover, capitalism forces workers to cooperate with one another at
work–and that goes for resistance as well. Individuals can stand up for
their rights at work, but only to a certain point. It’s too easy to get rid
of troublemakers if they stand alone. Solidarity is necessary to win the
bigger fights.

Because capitalism brings workers together in large numbers, it’s eas-
ier for workers to discuss and debate the way forward and to make
collective decisions about what needs to be done. And the cooperative
arrangements of work lay the basis for organizing a future society
based on collective control. Workers can’t divide up a workplace–with
one taking the drill press, another a computer terminal, another a
Xerox machine. They have to work together to make use of the
resources around them.

"Solidarity forever" and "An injury to one is an injury to all" are old 

slogans of the labor movement. But they’re more than good ideas.
They are absolutely necessary for workers to win.

When Marx and Engels were writing in the middle of the nineteenth
century, the working class was tiny–perhaps two or three million peo-
ple, concentrated in Britain, a few countries in northwestern Europe,
and along the northeastern coast of the United States. Today, there
are more workers in South Korea than there were around the world in
Marx and Engels’ time.

Everywhere across the globe, people’s lives are shaped by the fact
that they have to work for a boss to survive. But the flip side of this
reality is that workers have enormous power. They have shown that
power in struggles in every corner of the world. The final words of
Marx and Engels’ Communist Manifesto are more relevant today than
ever before: "The proletarians have nothing to lose but their chains.
They have a world to win."

Can workers change society?
If we were to judge only from what we see around us, it might be hard
to have confidence that the majority of people can organize to win fun-
damental change. After all, most working people aren’t revolutionaries.
Most of the time, they accept a number of ideas that justify the status
quo–from the old cliché that you can’t fight city hall to the belief that
people at the top of society are somehow specially qualified to run it.
This is partly because we’re continually exposed to different institu-
tions that are in the business of reinforcing these prejudices. The
mass media are one example. Watch the local television news, and
you’ll see sensationalized stories about crime and violence–while dis-
cussions about the real issues that affect people’s lives get short-
changed. The poor are stereotyped and scapegoated, while the wealth
and power of the rich are celebrated. Even shows meant as entertain-
ment tend to reinforce the conventional wisdom.

Likewise, it’s easy to see how the education system encourages con-
formity. Except for the minority of students being trained to rule socie-
ty, the experience of school is usually alienating. Students are taught
to compete against each other–and ultimately to accept the conditions
they see around them.

With all the selfish and mean-spirited ideas actively promoted by these
voices of authority, it’s a wonder that any sense of solidarity survives
under capitalism. But it plainly does. This is most obvious in the out-
pourings of charity in cases of social crisis, like a famine or an earth-
quake–even when they take place halfway around the world. The kind-
ness and generosity of ordinary people is boundless. But even on a
day-to-day basis, society simply couldn’t function without a basic sense
of cooperation and sacrifice among ordinary people–within families,
among coworkers, and so on. 

Capitalist society obscures this basic decency–because the system is
organized around greed. Obviously, those in charge get ahead by
being as greedy as possible. But working people are forced–whether
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they like it or not–to participate in a rat race that they have no control
over. They’re pitted against one another and required to compete just
to keep their job or maintain their standard of living–much less get
ahead.

As a result, the idea of people uniting for social change can seem dis-
tant and unrealistic. For most people, the experience of their lives
teaches them that they don’t have any power over what happens in
the world–and that they don’t know enough to have an opinion about
it anyway. Powerlessness produces what appears to be apathy among
people, about their own future and the future of society. 

This is why it isn’t enough for socialists to talk about why socialism will
make an excellent alternative to capitalism. It’s also necessary to talk
about the struggle to get there-because struggle transforms people
and gives them confidence in their own power. As Marx put it:
Revolution is necessary not only because the ruling class cannot be
overthrown in any other way but also because the class overthrowing it
can only in a revolution succeed in ridding itself of all the muck of ages
and become fit to found society anew.

The act of fighting back is the first step in challenging the prejudices
learned from living in the dog-eat-dog world of capitalism. This can be
seen in even the smallest strike. Strikes almost always start over a
specific workplace issue–for instance, the demand for higher wages or
better conditions. But whatever the original grievance, striking workers
who may have thought of themselves as law-abiding citizens are acting
in a way that goes against what society teaches them.

Fighting back also requires unity. Striking workers are often forced to
question the divisions built up in their ranks–between Black and white,
men and women, native born and immigrant. As a strike goes on, feel-
ings of solidarity and a sense of the wider issues at stake start to
become as important as the original issues

The changes that take place can be profound. Take the "War Zone"
labor struggles in Illinois in the mid-1990s. The center of the War Zone
was Decatur, Illinois, a small industrial city where workers were on
strike or locked out at three companies–the food processor A. E.
Staley, the heavy equipment manufacturer Caterpillar, and the tire
maker Bridgestone/Firestone.

Several months into the struggles, activists organized a multiracial
march to celebrate Martin Luther King’s birthday–in a town where the
Ku Klux Klan had organized, both before and since. The War Zone
workers were drawing on King’s statements about the fight for civil
rights to explain what their struggles were about–and to show that
they had come to see that their fight for justice in the workplace was
linked to other fights in society.

In the course of any struggle, activists committed to the fight around a
particular issue have to grapple with questions about their aims. What
kind of change do they want, and how do they achieve it? Their

answers evolve with their experiences.

Think of the Black college students who joined the civil rights move-
ment in the 1960s. In 1960, one member of the newly formed Student
Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) could tell a reporter that
she was motivated by traditional American values. If only Blacks were
given educational opportunities, she said, "maybe someday a Negro
will invent one of our [nuclear] missiles." A few years later, many SNCC
members considered themselves revolutionaries. They had experi-
enced the Freedom Rides to desegregate interstate bus lines, the
murder of civil rights workers during the Freedom Summer voter-regis-
tration project in 1964, and the Democratic Party’s betrayal of civil
rights delegates at its 1964 national convention. These experiences
convinced them that the struggle against racial injustice could only be
won by linking it to the fight against other injustices–and for a different
kind of society altogether.

This transformation was repeated throughout the 1960s and early
1970s. White college students who had volunteered for Freedom
Summer used the skills they learned from the civil rights movement to
organize the struggle against the U.S. war in Vietnam. Veterans of the
anti-war movement in turn launched the struggle for women’s rights,
including the right to choose abortion. The modern gay and lesbian
movement was born in 1969 with the formation of the Gay Liberation
Front--an organization named after the liberation army in Vietnam.

Though the media love to dismiss them today, the struggles of the
1960s are proof that ideas can change with enormous speed. In peri-
ods of social upheaval, millions upon millions of people who focused
their energy on all sorts of things suddenly turn their attention to the
question of transforming society. The biggest struggles of all–revolu-
tions that overturn the existing social order–produce the most
extraordinary changes in people. What’s most striking about the histo-
ry of revolutions is the way that ordinary people, who are trained all
their lives to be docile and obedient, suddenly find their voices.

The caricature of revolution passed off by many historians is of a small
group of heavily armed fanatics seizing control of the government–and
running it to enrich themselves. But this has nothing to do with gen-
uine socialism. A minority–even a minority that genuinely wants to
improve the lives of the majority–can’t carry out a socialist revolution.
That’s because the heart of socialism is mass participation. As the
Russian revolutionary Leon Trotsky put it:
The most indubitable feature of a revolution is the direct interference
of the masses in historic events. In ordinary times, the state–be it
monarchical or democratic–elevates itself above the nation, and histo-
ry is made by specialists in that line of business–kings, ministers,
bureaucrats, parliamentarians, journalists. But at those crucial
moments when the old order becomes no longer endurable to the
masses, they break over the barriers excluding them from the political
arena, sweep aside their traditional representatives, and create by
their own interference the initial groundwork for a new regime…. The
history of a revolution is for us first of all a history of the forcible
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entrance of the masses into the realm of rulership over their own 
destiny.

The right-wing writers who pass judgement on revolutions also tend to
focus on the toppling of governments–the armed insurrection to seize
political control. But this is only the final act of a revolution. It’s the cli-
max of a much longer period of struggle in which the rulers of society
face a growing crisis–at the same time as workers become more confi-
dent of their own power. 

At the beginning of the process, the goals for change can be 
modest–a few reforms in the way the system operates. But the strug-
gle to change this or that aspect of society raises deeper questions.
People begin to see the connections between the struggles they’re
involved in and other issues–and the nature of the system itself. Each
of these struggles gives workers a further sense of their ability to run
society for themselves. The act of taking over political power is the
final step of a revolution that has already been felt in every workplace,
in every neighborhood, and in every 
corner of society.

A revolutionary socialist party?
Ideas can change very quickly in strug-
gle. But they don’t change all at once. In
every battle, there are arguments over
what to do next. Some people will see
the need to step up the struggle and to
make links to other political issues. Other
people will argue that militant action
makes matters worse. The outcome of
the arguments shapes the outcome of
the struggle.

This is where the intervention of social-
ists–who can express the experience of
past struggles and suggest a way for-
ward–is crucial. An organization of
socialists can unite people so they can share their experiences and
hammer out an understanding of how to fight back from day to day–in
a workplace or community or at a school. The strength of such an
organization is in the range of experiences and political understanding
of all of its members.

None of this would be of much use to a political party like the
Democrats. The Democratic Party exists for one reason: to get
Democrats elected to office. For that, it needs its supporters once or
twice every couple of years to turn out to vote. 

Socialists have very different goals, so our political party will have to
look very different. We need socialists in every workplace to agitate
around fightbacks on the shop floor. We need socialists in every neigh-
borhood to take up the questions of housing, police violence, health
care, and everything else that comes up. We need students to agitate

on college campuses. We need socialists in every corner of society
inhabited by working people, and we need these socialists working
nonstop–organizing struggle and carrying on political discussions. 

This commitment to struggle is part of our socialist tradition. Socialists
have always been at the forefront of the fight for a better world. They
have been leaders in the union movement, in the movement against
racism, in the fight against war, and in many others.

To achieve its aims, a revolutionary socialist organization has to be
more democratic than other political organizations under capitalism.
We need to bring together the experiences of every socialist–and to
make those experiences part of the common basis on which we all
organize. 

But a socialist organization has to be centralized. Why the need for a
centralized organization? Because the other side is organized. The
basis of their power is the profit they make at workplaces–highly

organized systems built around exploiting
workers. Their side organizes political
propaganda through the media. Their
side responds to resistance with a highly
organized and disciplined police force
and army.

We need an organization for our
side–one that can coordinate actions not
just in one workplace or even one city
but around the country. We need an
organization that can put forward a com-
mon set of ideas–using its own newspa-
pers, magazines, and books. Socialists
have to be able to fight around the same
program, whether they’re teachers,
autoworkers, or college students, and
whether they live in Chicago, New York,
or Los Angeles–and, ultimately, in Seoul,

London, or Johannesburg.

The bigger the struggle, the more complex and urgent the political
questions. In the Russian Revolution of 1917, the hated Tsar was top-
pled in a matter of a few days. That part of the revolution was almost
completely spontaneous. No socialist organization picked the date for
the demonstrations that snowballed into a mass movement. The accu-
mulated hatred for the Tsar and his regime was all that was necessary. 

But the issue of what came next raised questions that couldn’t be
answered with spontaneous action. The government that came to
power after the Tsar included people who called themselves 
socialists–and who claimed that the revolution had to be demobilized
in order to consolidate the people’s victories. Were they right? What
should be done to make sure the Tsar never came to power again?
How could democracy and justice be spread even further?
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An organization of socialists can
unite people so they can share
their experiences and hammer

out an understanding of how to
fight back from day to day–in a
workplace or community or at a
school. The strength of such an
organization is in the range of

experiences and political under-
standing of all of its members.
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These questions were hotly debated throughout Russian society. The
reason they were ultimately given socialist answers is because a tried-
and-tested revolutionary socialist organization existed to make its
case. On the basis of its past experience and its roots among workers
across Russia, the Bolshevik Party was able to recognize and make
sense of the situation in all its complexity–and to express the aims of
socialism that workers favored.

Sadly, the need for socialist organization has been proven many times
since–but in the negative. Too many times, mass mobilizations of
workers have thrown the status quo into question–only to allow it back
in because socialists weren’t in a position to make the case on how to
go forward. Such an organization doesn’t form overnight. It spends
decades preparing itself to be a voice at the crucial time.

This, then, is the case for why you should be a socialist. As individuals
on our own, we can’t accomplish much–not even with the best grasp
of what’s wrong with the world and how it could be different. But as
part of an organization, we can make a difference.

This isn’t an abstract question. There are towns in the Midwest where
Ku Klux Klan members no longer parade around because socialists
took the initiative to shut them down. There are former death row pris-
oners alive today because socialists, along with others, drew attention
to their cases and helped to show why they shouldn’t be executed, in
many cases because they were innocent. There are workplaces where
supervisors can’t get away with murder because individual socialists
have stood up to them. Socialists can, and do, make a difference right
now.

We need to make more of a difference. We need socialists in every
workplace, on every campus, in every neighborhood–involved in every
struggle throughout society. 

But there’s a further task. Socialists need to show how the current
day-to-day fights are part of a long-term fight for bigger political
changes. As Marx and Engels put it more than 150 years ago:
The Communists fight for the attainment of the immediate aims, for the
enforcement of the momentary interests of the working class; but in
the movement of the present, they also represent and take care of the
future of that movement.

Socialists are among the best fighters in the struggles of today. But
we’re also involved in the struggle for the future–ultimately, for a dif-
ferent kind of society where exploitation and oppression are never
known again. That is the vision of a society that we put forward–and
the struggle to make that vision open to larger numbers of people is
the way that socialists put the best of themselves forward. 

We live in a rotten and barbaric world. For millions of people, just sur-
viving each day is intolerably difficult. For the rest of the vast majority,
the struggle to get by leaves almost no time for leisure–much less for
putting our minds to making the world a better place to live. Capitalism
has produced poverty, famine, environmental catastrophe, and bloody
war.

To hear defenders of the system explain it, these horrors are
inevitable. It may not be a perfect world, we’re told, but it’s the best
we can do.

What a sick society it is that tells us that 6 million children dead of
malnutrition each year is the best we can do. Or that more than 1.5
million Iraqis killed by economic sanctions is the best we can do. Or
that a world threatened by ecological devastation is the best we can
do. 

We know that we can do better. The resources exist to eliminate all of
these horrors–and to build a socialist society free of poverty and
oppression where we all have control over our lives.

That is a world worth fighting for.
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Fifteen years ago, following the collapse of the Soviet Union and other so-called “socialist” soci-
eties, the death of Marxism was widely proclaimed. But as the 1990s unfolded, it became
increasingly clear that modern capitalism was developing in just the way that Karl Marx and his
collaborator Frederick Engels had first predicted in the Communist Manifesto.

An article published in the New Yorker at the time of the Manifesto’s 150th anniversary in 1998
announced “The Return of Karl Marx”: “Many of the contradictions that he saw in Victorian capi-
talism and that were subsequently addressed by reformist governments have begun reappearing
in new guises, like mutant viruses...[Marx] wrote riveting passages about globalization, inequali-
ty, political corruption, monopolization, technical progress, the decline of high culture, and the
enervating nature of modern existence–issues that economists are now confronting anew, some-
times without realizing that they are walking in Marx’s footsteps.”

Because Marx and Engels lived at a time when modern capitalism was young, they were able to
analyze the system in a way that captured its essential features and its core dynamic.

Here, for example, is their dazzling description of the incessant change that capitalism brings in
its wake: “The bourgeoisie cannot exist without constantly revolutionizing the instruments of pro-
duction, and thereby the relations of production, and with them the whole relations of society...All
fixed, fast-frozen relations, with their train of ancient and venerable prejudices and opinions, are
swept away, all new-formed ones become antiquated before they can ossify. All that is solid melts
into air, all that is holy is profaned, and man is at last compelled to face with sober senses his
real condition of life and his relations with his kind.”

The Manifesto charts the way in which capitalism has shattered narrow horizons and produced
technological marvels. But it also describes capitalism as a system that is increasingly running
out of control.

Capitalism concentrates wealth and power in the hands of a small minority, creates huge pools of
poverty, turns life into a daily grind that prevents most people from fulfilling their potential, and
experiences frequent and enormously wasteful economic crises. In 1998, the wealthiest 10 per-
cent of the U.S. population owned more than 85 percent of assets in stocks and mutual funds,
84 percent of financial securities, 91 percent of trusts, and 92 percent of all equity in private
businesses. Globally, the figures are even more astonishing. Fewer than 500 people around the
world own more than the combined income of over half the planet’s population.

Nor is it hard to understand how the rich have acquired their vast wealth. In the mid-1960s,
wages for manufacturing jobs in the United States were equal to 46 percent of the value added
in production–by 1990, this figure had dropped to 36 percent. The capitalist class, in other
words, is squeezing out more “surplus value” than ever from those who work for them--leaving
even those who regard themselves as middle-class often just a single paycheck away from
poverty.

Capitalism encourages greed, competition and aggression. It degrades human relations so that
they are frequently based, as the Manifesto notes, on little more than “naked self-interest” and
“callous ‘cash payment.’”

The Meaning of the Manifesto
By Phil Gasper

MIKE DAVIS
Author of numerous books, including City of
Quartz: Excavating the Future in Los
Angeles and The Monster at Our Door: The
Global Threat of Avian Flu

“The forcible overthrow of all existing social
conditions.” This seemed an outstandingly
good idea when I first read the Manifesto at
age 16; today, approaching age 60, it
resounds with even greater urgency.

In a world ruled by Capital, the youthful
Marx and Engels remain our contempo-
raries, and the breathtaking sweep of their
vision of modern history, as well as their
invincible optimism in the ultimate victory of
Labor, are still our lodestones.

True, they did not foresee (how could they?)
the defeat of the three Internationals and
the ensuing savagery of the 20th century.
Nor could they anticipate that there might
be no world left to win as neoliberal capital-
ism rapidly undermines the ecological condi-
tions for sustainable human civilization,
while reproducing a global slum proletariat
on a scale that dwarfs Victorian imagination.

But their essential program of revolt
endures like granite: Communists join the
ranks of every struggle, not as bearers of
“sectarian principles of their own,” but as
champions of the interests of the working
class as a whole, “independently of all
nationality.” Moreover, “in all these move-
ments they bring to the front, as the leading
question in each, the property question, no
matter what its degree of development at
the time.”

To this, we must add: Now, comrades, act
now, while there is still time left to put the
earth on new foundations.
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So it’s little wonder that, as economist Juliet Schor wrote, “Thirty percent of [American] adults
say that they experience high stress nearly every day; even higher numbers report high stress
once or twice a week...Americans are literally working themselves to death–as jobs contribute to
heart disease, hypertension, gastric problems, depression, exhaustion, and a variety of other
ailments.”

Capitalism’s ceasless drive to expand not only destabilizes social relations–sooner or later, it
also undermines the conditions for economic growth itself. Marx and Engels argue that capital-
ism is a system in which highly destructive economic crises are unavoidable, and which has thus
become fundamentally irrational.

“Modern bourgeois society with its relations of production, of exchange and of property, a soci-
ety that has conjured up such gigantic means of production and of exchange, is like the sorcer-
er, who is no longer able to control the powers of the nether world whom he has called up by
his spells,” they write.

In a world threatened by pollution, global warming and the destruction of ecosystems as the
result of uncontrolled capitalist growth, this image has a special resonance. Today, the search
for profits threatens to destroy everything in its path, including the natural environment.

Capitalist society has raised production to the point where everybody could be provided with a
decent life–enough to eat, a comfortable place to live, health care, educational and recreational
opportunities, and much more. But, Marx and Engels write, “[t]he conditions of bourgeois soci-
ety are too narrow to comprise the wealth created by them.” Each successive crisis under capi-
talism can only be overcome “by paving the way for more extensive and more destructive
crises.”

Private ownership and the anarchy of marketplace competition are no longer compatible with
large-scale economic production integrated at the social and global levels. The only solution to
these devastating problems is the abolition of capitalism itself, and its replacement by a system
in which the majority of the population democratically control society’s wealth.

The Manifesto is, above all, a revolutionary call to action–an explanation not only of what is
wrong with society, but how it can be transformed to create “an association, in which the free
development of each is the condition for the free development of all.”

Central to this strategy for change is the Manifesto’s claim that capitalism has produced “its own
gravediggers”–the modern working class, or proletariat. Marx and Engels argue that capitalism
has created a group of people with both the capacity and the interest to fight for the overthrow
of the existing system and the emancipation of all humanity.

The power of the working class is based on the fact that capitalism socializes the labor process-
-bringing workers together in large urban centers, and in bigger and bigger units of production.
At the same time, the pressures of economic life tend to push workers together to fight back
against their exploitation. And because of their key economic position, workers have the collec-
tive power to bring production to a halt by going on strike.

Of course, most workers don’t begin with the goal of making a revolution. But as they are
forced to engage in the class struggle to protect their own interests, “the collisions between
individual workmen and individual bourgeois take more and more the character of collisions
between two classes,” Marx and Engels write.

The working class isn’t perpetually on the verge of revolution. For long periods of time, many

SHARON SMITH
Columnist for Socialist Worker and author of
Women and Socialism

What stands out about the Communist
Manifesto is its incredible foresight. Marx
and Engels were writing more than 150
years ago, when capitalism was still in its
infancy. Yet they were able to telescope not
only what would bring about capitalism’s
development, but also the class forces that
could bring about its downfall.

Marx and Engels understood that the capi-
talist system requires massive inequality
between the rich and poor. They wrote, “You
are horrified at our intending to do away
with private property. But...private property
is already done away with for nine-tenths of
the population: its existence for the few is
solely due to its non-existence in the hands
of those nine-tenths.”

The Manifesto described exploitation as
rooted in alienation from the labor process
decades before the rise of the assembly
line: “The price of...labor is equal to its cost
of production. In proportion, therefore, as
the repulsiveness of the work increases, the
wage decreases.” Women’s oppression also
figured in Marx and Engels’ analysis from
the outset. In the Manifesto, they argued,
“The bourgeois...has not even a suspicion
that the real point of communists is to do
away with the status of women as mere
instruments of production.”

The essence of the Communist Manifesto
has not only withstood the test of time, but
has also never been more relevant. Marx
and Engels were clear that socialism would
not come about because ruling-class people
suddenly develop a guilty conscience, but is
only possible through collective, democratic
struggle by the vast majority.

Marxism points the way forward today, at a
time when the need for change cries out
everywhere you look. In the era of capitalist
globalization and imperialist war, the need
for international working-class solidarity is
captured in the Manifesto’s most famous
phrase, “Workers of the world unite! You
have nothing to lose but your chains!”
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workers may accept their lot under capital-
ism.

But Marx and Engels understood that this
state of affairs couldn’t last forever. The
chaotic, turbulent, unplanned development
of capitalist economies eventually throws
whole societies into turmoil, and turns even
the most modest of working-class demands
into a challenge to the whole system.

This process is not a smooth one. The rul-
ing class attempts to weaken the working
class by exacerbating national, racial and
other differences. But such divisions can be
fought and overcome as capitalism contin-
ues to intensify the class struggle. And
because of their strategic economic posi-
tion, workers--whether blue collar or white
collar, industrial or service--have the power
to “become masters of the productive
forces of society...by abolishing their own
previous mode of appropriation, and there-
by also every other previous mode of
appropriation.”

Marx and Engels can certainly be faulted for
having, in 1848, an over-optimistic concep-
tion of how quickly these processes would
work themselves out. But since the mid-
19th century, capitalism has repeatedly
shown that it cannot avoid periodic crises,
and that these crises may bring the bar-
barism of modern warfare in their wake.

At the same time, the working class has
grown ever larger, increasing its potential
power to shut down the economy and
threaten the very existence of the ruling
class.

The argument is not just a theoretical one.
Time and time again over the last 150
years, workers in countries around the
world have shown their capacity for mass
action--and, not infrequently, revolutionary
struggle. Even in the United States, there is
a rich tradition of working-class and social-
ist struggle.

But, the socialist tradition in the U.S. has
been marked by breaks and discontinuities-
-with periods of mass radicalization followed

JAMES PETRAS
Author of numerous books, most recently, with Henry Veltmeyer, Social Movements and State Power:
Argentina, Brazil, Bolivia, Ecuador

There are many parts of the Manifesto that are very applicable today. In the first instance, I think we
can see the importance of the class struggle. Currently, we see the class struggle from above. The
capitalist class has been able to reverse a tremendous number of the gains that the working class
secured through their class struggle from the late 1930s, ’40s, ’50s and into the ’60s.

Bourgeois theorists, particularly at the height of the welfare state, talked about the class struggle
being outmoded, with capitalism having reached a certain level of development that eliminated the
class struggle, ideological politics and the need for class organization. They cited tripartite organiza-
tions between business, the government and the trade unions. They talked about advanced capitalism
and the technological revolution. There was a certain euphoria that permeated good sections of social
democracy.

We’ve seen that this was a passing period, and that subsequently, beginning by at least the late 1970s
or early 1980s, there was a counter-offensive by capital. This demonstrates once again the profound
understanding that Marx and Engels had of the centrality of the class struggle–how history moves not
through technological changes, but rather how those changes are mediated through the class struggle
and class organization.

Another point that I think is extremely important today is that Marx saw the way in which capitalism
would become internationalized. Subsequently, there was Lenin’s analysis of how this internationaliza-
tion of capital took the form of imperialism. But I think it was Marx who originally saw the way in which
the class constraints on continual capital reproduction literally forced capital to go overseas in order to
sustain its rate of profit.

And with that, Marx saw the necessity of an international organization of the working class. As capital
moved abroad, it created and reproduced the conditions of exploitation abroad, and opened up the
possibility of undermining labor at its point of origin. So Marx saw internationalism as essential–not just
to show solidarity with the exploited in the colonies, but also as a point of understanding the important
benefits that the working class will achieve through internationalism and international solidarity.

These are important elements that are central to understanding the world today, and I think they’re
particularly relevant when we see many critics of capitalism searching for alternatives, and concocting
what they call utopias, dreams or whatever out of whole cloth. They don’t look at the objective condi-
tions for creating alternatives.

Marx’s brilliant insight was looking at the social organization of production. More than ever--on a world
scale, on a national scale, or any other scale–the social division of labor today is so far developed and
so profoundly embedded in practically all the societies of the world that you can see everywhere the
contradiction that Marx and Engels pointed out between the social production of labor and private own-
ership.

The structure is an irrational one since the social division of labor implies a great deal of cooperation
among the producers, but under the dominance of essentially irrelevant forms of ownership. Therefore,
the possibilities exist far more today to move from social production to social ownership, and from
social ownership to social management.

At the same time that we see this great advance in social production, we also have to recognize that
there has been, at least in our period, a certain decline in the recognition by the direct producers of
the circumstances in which they find themselves. 

So here is where Marx and Engels lay out the need for a class-based political party to bridge the gap
between objective conditions and the subjective consciousness needed to transform this contradiction
into a new form of life.
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by decades in which socialist ideas have barely existed.

The civil rights and antiwar movements of the 1960s, for example, radicalized a generation of Blacks, students
and other activists, leading literally millions to embrace revolutionary politics. Militant young workers, often
Black, led wildcat strikes in the auto industry, the post office and beyond. A new women’s movement called for
equal pay for equal work.

Yet within a few years, this “new left” had receded. The movements of the 1960s disintegrated, and the 1970s
was followed by a one-sided class war against American workers, and 30 years of political corruption, corpo-
rate greed and growing militarism.

Although none of these periods of radicalization fulfilled its potential, the defeats and disappearance of the
movements thrown up by them was by no means predestined. There is nothing inherent in American society
that doomed them to failure. The task of socialists today is to learn the lessons of past defeats, and to use
them to ensure victory in the future.

Capitalist crisis is inevitable, but socialist revolution is not. Capitalism may yet bring about “the common ruin of
the contending classes.” Only the active intervention of organized revolutionaries–“the most advanced and res-
olute section” of the working-class movement, in Marx and Engels’ words, with a clear “understanding [of] the
line of march, the conditions, and the ultimate general results of the proletarian movement”–can bring about a
different outcome.

The urgent task facing socialists at the beginning of the 21st century is the rebuilding of revolutionary socialist
organization. There is still a world to win.
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"The masses go into a revolution not with a prepared plan of social
reconstruction, but with a sharp feeling that they cannot endure the
old regime," wrote Leon Trotsky in his famous History of the Russian
Revolution. Revolutions are windows of opportunity where the old
habits of deference and passivity are suddenly destroyed on a mass
scale among ordinary people.

But the dead weight of tradition dies hard. Alongside the process of
"self-emancipation," where workers begin to develop their own capaci-
ty and strength in struggle, the old idea that change can only come
from above still survives.

A revolution awakens millions of people
who hitherto were passive, having little
belief in their own capacity to run socie-
ty. As a result, it first strengthens
reformist consciousness–the idea that
we must rely on others to change soci-
ety for us.

Workers are accustomed to believing
that they are incapable of running soci-
ety–that insofar as change is possible,
they must depend not upon themselves,
but upon representatives who will act
on their behalf. Mass struggle begins to
break the sense of subordination and
deference among ordinary people, but
it does not wipe it out in one stroke.

The result is that in the first phase of every revolution, there is a gen-
eral shift to the left in mass consciousness, but the center of gravity of
mass consciousness remains reformist. There is a difference between
the reformism of trade union and movement leaders, who are more or
less "hardened" in their reformism, and the reformism of workers
whose struggle points a way beyond reform but whose own conscious-
ness at first still tells them that reform is the best they can expect.

In the first phase of a revolutionary movement, the spontaneous ele-
ment predominates. Workers’ consciousness changes in struggle, but
consciousness lags behind experience. As a result, workers are capa-
ble of overthrowing the system before they become fully aware of what
alternatives they are capable of posing to it.

In 1917, for example, several days of mass protest cracked the tsar’s
armed forces and the tsar was forced to abdicate. Immediately after,
the main socialist parties put out a call for forming soviets.

The Petrograd Soviet of workers’ and soldiers’ deputies had within its
grasp the ability to take the reigns of power, but it did not. This was
recognized by the bourgeois politician Rodzianko, who told Cheidze,
the reformist leader in the Petrograd soviet, "You have the power, you
can arrest us all."

There is a need, therefore, for an organization of revolutionaries that
can fight inside the movement to break past the constraints of

reformism and win the majority of work-
ers to the idea that they must pose a
new alternative to capitalism. The pos-
sibility that workers might be able to
translate their power into more than
just opposition to the way things are is
not at first apparent to them–it
becomes so only through a period of
hard lessons in the course of struggle.

In the process of struggle, ideas of soli-
darity, equality and opposition to
oppression come to the fore. But work-
ers don't become aware of their posi-
tion and power in society at the same
time.

Some move faster than others and are ready to take the lead. The
role of revolutionary organization is to unite the most militant workers
and activists in the struggle–those who have a clearer grasp of the
possibilities for revolutionary change–so as to be able to turn revolu-
tionary potential into reality.

Without such a party, the revolutionary moment is lost and the move-
ment either goes into decline or is militarily defeated. Either way, socie-
ty begins to flow back into its old channels and "order" is restored
once again.

"Without a guiding organization, the energy of the masses would dissi-
pate like steam not enclosed in a piston-box," writes Trotsky. "But nev-
ertheless what moves things is not the piston or the box, but the
steam."

From Workers’ Revolt to
Revolution By Paul D'Amato

The role of revolutionary 
organization is to unite the most
militant workers and activists in
the struggle–those who have a

clearer grasp of the possibilities
for revolutionary change–so as to

be able to turn revolutionary
potential into reality.
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Why We Need to Build a
“Vanguard” Party  by Paul D’Amato

Lenin's insistence on the need for a revolutionary party is based on
the idea that the working class can't be liberated by anyone standing
over or outside its ranks 

Socialists who consider themselves Leninists are often criticized for
wanting to create a "vanguard party."

To the extent that critics of Leninism are denouncing what is, in fact, a
caricature of Lenin–that any vanguard party will be top down and
autocratic–there's little to be said. There are, no doubt, self-declared
"vanguard" organizations of a few hundred people that lead nothing
and repeat worn-out cliches. 

But Lenin himself was a leader of a mass party in Russia that led a
successful revolution. Lenin and the Bolsheviks were a vanguard in the
true sense of the word–not isolated cranks. 

Lenin's insistence on the need for a revolutionary party is based on
the idea that the working class can't be liberated by anyone standing
over or outside its ranks. 

That's why Lenin opposed individual terrorism, for example–since it
created a passive majority waiting on a small minority to take action
for them. 

He also rejected parliamentary socialism for viewing socialism as
something accomplished by politicians on behalf of the working class. 
In short, for Lenin–as for Karl Marx before him–the emancipation of
the working class must be the act of the working class itself. 
But there are obstacles to working-class self-emancipation. Otherwise,
capitalism would have been done away with long ago. 

The employers can depend on the state to use force to keep people in
line when necessary. But often, force isn't necessary–because the
majority of people more or less accept society as it is. Simple inertia is
built into the structure of society–because people can't imagine things
being any other way. 

Plus, the competitive nature of the capitalist system can pit workers
against each other. And there's what Marx called "the ruling ideas of
society"–pushed by the corporate-run media and schools to try to
convince us that we live in the best of all possible worlds. 

Given this, workers have different degrees of consciousness about the

possibility of change at any given moment. Some accept the profit sys-
tem as the best system, while others reject it outright. Some reject
racism in the name of solidarity among all workers, while others blame
foreigners for their problems. This is why workers don't change their
ideas overnight. 

Capitalism forces workers to fight–whether they're gas workers in
Chicago or autoworkers in Brazil. In the process of struggle, ideas of
solidarity, equality and opposition to oppression come to the fore. 
But workers don't become aware of their position and power in society
at the same time. Some move faster than others and are ready to take
the lead. 

So, in any struggle, there will always be some kind of leadership. The
question is what kind? 

Without a clear alternative to the belief of most workers that they have
to rely on others to change things for them, potentially revolutionary
movements can be sidetracked by moderate leaders who want to keep
the fight within the boundaries of existing society. 

At the heart of Lenin's concept of the "vanguard" party is the simple
idea that working-class militants and other activists who have come to
the conclusion that the whole system must be dismantled must come
together into a single organization in order to centralize and coordi-
nate their efforts against the system. 

In his famous 1969 pamphlet Listen, Marxist! anarchist Murray
Bookchin attacks Leninism, or a caricature of it, but then concludes:
"[We] do not deny the need for coordination between groups, for disci-
pline, for meticulous planning and for unity in action. But [we] believe
that [these] must be achieved voluntarily, by means of self-discipline
nourished by conviction and understanding, not by coercion and a
mindless unquestioning obedience to orders from above." 

Revolutionaries, Bookchin argues, must be organized to "present the
most advanced demands" and "formulate the immediate tasks that
should be performed to advance the revolutionary process," providing
"the boldest elements in action and in the decision-making organs of
the revolution." 

Ironically, this sounds like a description of Lenin's Bolshevik Party in
1917! 
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Ahmed Shawki is the editor of the International Socialist Review and
author of the recently published book Black Liberation and Socialism.
He spoke on the question of revolutionary organization at the
Socialism 2006 conference in New York City.

What I want to discuss is what kind of party we want, and here, I'm not
talking about a party other than a socialist party and an organization
seeking to become a party, like the ISO. I'm not here to deal with the
so-called opposition in this country–the Democrats or any such forma-
tion.

This is meant to be a discussion of some of the theory and ideas and
traditions that lie behind our thinking as socialists and Marxists of what
kind of organizational norms and organizations we need to develop to
be the most effective we can possibly be in the fight against this sys-
tem and the fight against capitalism. What kind of norms and political
positions such a party should take, how it should be organized and
the like.

I believe that there are three reasons that this question is important.
The first is to explain some of the historical background that lies
behind the approach we take in building organization.

Second, because we also have to face reality and say that the kind of
party we want today was once wanted by much larger sections of the
left and is no longer part of their outlook.

We have to have some explanation as to what happened to the radical-
ization the last time, and what ideas flow out of the defeated period of
radicalization. There was a crescendo, an impasse, and then a decline
and a stepping back of the left, with a number of ideas coming into
prominence that reject the idea of political organization or political
party. This is a crisis that still plagues sections of the revolutionary left
today.

Thirdly, the question of what kind of party to build today is taking on
particular forms internationally and, I believe, has spilled over into this
country. There is now a discussion among sections of the revolutionary
left internationally of creating broad, anti-capitalist parties as one
strategy, and of contending for electoral advances as a major focus of
energy. There are a number of options like that which I think we need
to take some stock of.

It's a broad topic, and of course, it's main importance is to promote
the discussion and understanding of what we're trying to do in the
United States–what its problems are and what its potential develop-
ment is.

First, on the question of political parties and political representation.
Ever since the birth of the Marxist wing of the socialist movement,
though not exclusively the Marxist wing, there has been a premium
placed on the question of the political representation of the working
class.

If you read the earliest writings of Marx and Engels and the early
socialists, the question arises–that we need our own political repre-
sentation. The capitalist class, the old feudal classes all have theirs.
We need a way to politically represent ourselves.

That was the initial assumption of all Marxists–the need to have a
political representation of the working class. Broadly speaking, the
view of the party was of an all-encompassing working-class party,
which brought together different factions, different groupings of the
working-class movement.

In part, this is because the early working-class movement was not
dominated with one single political ideology. People may have read
that at one stage, Karl Marx said I am not a Marxist. That was to reject
some would-be followers who interpreted his views in a particular way,
and created political organizations that had nothing to do, as Marx
and Engels saw it, with the direction they wanted the movement to go.

Marx himself had placed some emphasis on the attempt to build politi-
cal organization. But you were talking about a period of the rise of
capitalist social relations, and therefore, in large part, the bulk of
Marx's own personal activity lay in developing theory rather than politi-
cal organization.

Engels participated much more effectively in the construction of the
Second International and played a formative role in the construction of
what was to be the model socialist organization of the day–the
German Social Democratic Party (SPD), an organization that pro-
duced, after a period of illegality, dozens of newspapers, a mass mem-
bership, elected officials. The SPD was led by a man called Karl
Kautsky who was described at the time as the Pope of Marxism–that
was supposed to be a good thing as opposed a negative thing.

You have political organizations that saw themselves as representing
the entirety of the working class, which contended for political office,
had political representation, led the trade unions and many of the civic
associations. This is the rise of the early social-democratic party–right
across Europe, a massive phenomenon. Different countries, different
strengths, other countries, certain weaknesses–but this was the model
of socialist organization, and with it, you had the appearance of a unit-
ed socialist movement internationally, under the Second International.

What Kind of Party Do We Need?
By Ahmed Shawki
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Many people who look back at this and think that Lenin was an early
heretic. They look at the short pamphlet Lenin wrote called What Is to
Be Done? and say that this is the epitome of everything that's wrong
with Leninism–pointing to the fact that instead of the broad model of
organization, Lenin insisted on professional party organization, a strict
hierarchy and centralism, although when possible, the democratic
component being instituted.

The reality is much different. The reality is that Lenin’s views on the
party in the first instance were highly conditional to the specific cir-
cumstances under which socialists were operating in Russia. Thus, at
the formative conference of the Russian Social Democratic Party in
1898, something like two-thirds of the delegates were arrested by the
police. So the conditions upon which you organize an open democratic
party are somewhat different than they would be in others.

What people characterize as Leninism was conditional to illegal condi-
tions inside Russia. The main difference was conditional on the objec-
tive circumstances Lenin saw, and those should not be seen as
Leninism–illegality, professional revolutionism, that only the committee
above another committee can instruct what people should do.

I’m not saying that Lenin was identical to Kautsky. You can go back
and read Kautsky, for example, where he says clearly in the period of
the late 1800s that the German Social Democratic Party is a revolu-
tionary party, but not a revolution-making party. In other words, we’re
a party that seeks the transformation of society, but we’re not about
to make a revolution.

Lenin insisted always on the revolutionary character of the Bolsheviks,
in part because they operated under Tsarism and in part because of
events after the writing of What Is To Be Done?

The critical event that divides out the socialist movement and has
bearing on the question of organization is, of course, the First World
War. On August 4, 1914, the main pillar of social democracy, the
German SPD, votes for war credits, with the exception of Karl
Leibknecht, and the rest of the socialist movement in other countries
follows suit.

At this point, Lenin begins to develop ideas about organization which I
think are much more important and relevant to us–focused not on the
question of illegality and professional revolutionism and so on.

Instead, he focuses on the idea that there is a built-in contradiction
between building a political organization that combats capitalism and
one that from the outset represents the entire working class.

He concludes that you have to begin by grouping together militants
and activists–because we’re not talking here about commentators and
writers, but people who are involved in the actual struggle against
capitalism–into a party that can lead politically other sections of the
working-class movement through the ebbs and flow of the working-
class struggle.

He used the term vanguard for this, to mean people who are in
advance in consciousness–that is, who are enemies of capitalism,
rather than half opposed and half accepting. This isn’t an insult–it’s
the reality for most people, that they hate the system, but don’t know
what else you can put in its place.

The point was how to put together a political organization that in reali-
ty represented the best fighters of the working-class movement.
That idea became enshrined into the history of the revolutionary
movement for one reason–it wasn’t Lenin’s writings so much as
Lenin’s doing. The Russian Revolution was the first successful revolu-
tion. In terrible conditions, it brought a weak working-class movement
to power, and it laid open the question of working-class power interna-
tionally. And from that experience, the main principles of working-class
organization were codified, and an attempt was made to generalize
these internationally.

The problem begins not there, but with the defeat of the Russian
Revolution. Because with the defeat of the Russian Revolution, instead
of codifying the actual real experiences of both Russia and an under-
standing of the particular national conditions of different movements,
which Lenin always insisted on, what’s codified is an idea of a world
centralized party dominated by the Central Committee and the
Politburo of the USSR, under which function the central committees of
other countries, and that’s the world movement of socialism.

In Lenin’s day, you had the Bolshevik Party taking a position hostile to
the workers’ councils when they first arose in 1905–there’s a revolu-
tion outside of the Bolshevik Party, they’re suspicious of it, they say we
don’t support it, and then they have to switch. In other words, the
vanguard isn’t always right. That’s an idea that develops later–that all
thought comes out of the Comintern.

Why is all this relevant? Because that became the understanding inter-
nationally of what it meant to build a revolutionary socialist or commu-
nist party. It became the principle model about which the revolutionary
left that re-emerged in the 1960s debated and from which different
elements were taken.

A small minority of the movement–we would argue, in large part, the
Trotskyist elements in the movement, but not solely the Trotskyist ele-
ments–began to look toward the original Lenin rather than the
Stalinized Lenin for the ideas of the party.

In my estimation and in the estimation of our tendency, the experience
of the revolutionary left of the 1960s took years to sort through what
I briefly sketched out.

Out of the initial upsurge, many people took wholesale some of the
ideas of Stalinized Leninism and applied them. It led to all kinds of
peculiarities, not the least of which was the cult of personality, most
obviously in the Stalinist movement and in the Mao-influenced section
of the revolutionary movement.
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You had a situation in which revolutionary parties emerged quite dif-
ferently from the situation I described earlier. By and large, in most of
the Western countries in which the revolutionary left developed, it did-
n’t emerge out of a mass workers’ movement that represented the
working class, but largely among elements wholly outside the existing
organized working-class movement.

That’s different from country to country. In the United States, you had
one of the most extreme divorces between socialists and the working-
class movement. In some countries like Britain and other places, there
wasn’t the same kind of distorting impact.

But internationally, you had the whole movement dealing with the fact
that, first of all, the authentic Marxist tradition on the question of
organization had been Stalinized and distorted by the experience of
Stalinism, but also with reality of capitalism.

That is, it wasn’t simply that the left had the wrong idea, and that’s
why it screwed up in the 1960s and ’70s. It inherited the ideas that
came before them and was trying to work its way through them, but
it’s also the case that capitalism fought back, and the left was unable
to reestablish the relationship with a mass working-class movement in
time.

Today, there is an idea that the construction of a socialist organization
is in itself a flawed project. In short, it’s been there, done that–we
tried it in the 1960s and ’70s, and this model of organization doesn’t
work. I think that there’s a reaction that we can sometimes have to say
“you just did it wrong”–which is a good answer to a been-there-done-
that kind of remark.

But I think the more sophisticated answer would be that not only did
the left in the 1960s inherit models of organization from the past, but
it was itself dislodged from its historic role and placed outside of the
working-class movement. And this is despite valiant efforts of many
sections of the left to reconnect with the working class, which should
be applauded, not derided.

I want to start to draw a number of conclusions from what I laid out.

First, in the 1960s, you had the dominance internationally of the left
by big Communist Parties and big social-democratic parties–that was
what was seen as the opposition to capitalism. We might have said that
this wasn’t the kind of opposition we would organize, it doesn’t do
anything right, but those organizations were the main pillars of oppo-
sition.

Today, part of the weakness of the left is that those organizations
don’t exist as organizations that resist capitalism. Social democracy
exists, but basically, around the world, it has adopted neoliberalism
and pro-capitalism outright as its program. The Communist Parties
don’t exist as the force that they once did, which means that in com-
munities, in neighborhoods, in particular struggles, a number of peo-
ple who were there before aren’t there now.

This leads to a conclusion that there is a space politically for a party
that is not revolutionary–that doesn’t have the overthrow of capitalism
as its aim. There is a political vacuum that exists internationally, which
people are seeking to fill. But I would suggest that it isn’t automatic
that it would be filled in the manner that people seek to fill it.

It’s one thing to say that social democracy has moved right and adopt-
ed neoliberalism, and Stalinism has largely disappeared organization-
ally, and in that space, we can build a broad, anticapitalist, but not
necessarily revolutionary, movement. That is being proposed in a num-
ber of situations, and I believe it’s an argument that we need to be
friendly toward, because it’s people trying to regroup forces opposed
to the system.

But it isn’t clear to me at all on an international scale what this means
in reality. The main activists involved in this kind of project internation-
ally are themselves members of revolutionary organizations, or are
largely inspired by the project of building a revolutionary organization
against capitalism.

The goal is to try to capture some of the dissension and the anger
that exists against the system, but which is unorganized. Nobody
should denigrate this opposition outside the system that’s unorgan-
ized.

But I believe that in terms of an understanding of what it means to
build organization, the main thing that’s been lost is how you actually
begin the process of the retraining, reeducating and re-launching of a
revolutionary cadre, no matter what the organizational structure. How
do you take a new generation of people and transform them from iso-
lated or individual militants against the system to what is a self-con-
scious revolutionary cadre.

That really is the main task that we see the ISO as undertaking. The
road to get from where we are now and where we want to get is the
multimillion-dollar question. What kind of party do we want? I could
have answered at the beginning–we want a revolutionary party of
some size rooted in the working class that’s multiracial, multi-ethnic
and geared to the conquest of state power and internationally.

The problem is that this isn’t what we are now, and we have to look at
the rest of the left in this country and internationally and say truthfully
what our numbers and our strengths are collectively. It is not the case
that we are at the point where we’re talking about a mass party.

Therefore, the real question is how you get from here to there. That’s
the most difficult thing to do, because there’s not just one path to get-
ting there, but having said that, not all the paths are of equal value.

For example, in my estimation, there isn’t much space for a broad,
anti-capitalist party in the United States. On the other hand, in Brazil,
there is space for a large anti-capitalist, socialist party that has been
expelled from the Workers Party (PT).
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The experience there is that the best of the Brazilian left builds the PT
and is now finding that its aspirations, hopes and ambitions are being
opposed by the leadership of the party it created. They’re being
expelled, and at the moment, the main party formed out of that expul-
sion is polling anywhere from 7 to 11 percent against Lula in the polls.
So there’s not only a space for that kind of organization, but a reality.

The problem for us in this country is that we don’t have that kind of
left. Everybody talks about regroupment of the left, but the reality of
who that left is, what it would actually mean to regroup, whether you
could actually gain forward momentum, or if you would be mired in a
series of endless discussions and debates–these are some of the
questions that affect us.

We believe that the main task for us is to be sure as an organization
that we are involved and develop links and relations with every sector
possible in the struggle against capitalism, racism, militarism,
sexism–to be an organization with not just commentary or criticism on
struggles, but one that places itself fully in solidarity with and involve-
ment in those struggles.

It’s impossible for an organization of our size to do everything, but it
is possible to ally ourselves with or solidarize with every
struggle–even as we have priorities about what we believe we can
best contribute to.

Second, the most critical aspect of the ISO beyond our general political
outlook is the fact that we have an organization that’s young and
active–and that also needs to be educated in the traditions, the lan-
guage, and in the theory and the practice of the past.

We want people in this organization themselves to be leaders in the
mass movement, and to do so, you can’t simply be an activist. You’ve
got to have some grasp of politics, of theory–which is why we put a
high premium on that.

Third, we believe one of our tasks is to grow and grow substantially,
and we don’t see any contradiction between that and what I’ve previ-
ously said–to be involved in every struggle. Many people will say that
we recruit out of struggles. But the essential idea that a political
organization and a party needs to grow is something that we can
defend.

We can also defend another notion–it has to be a party that is explicit
about its radical nature and about the character of its project.

I ended with those few points because I think that one of the weak-
nesses of the left coming out of the 1960s has been a de-emphasis of
politics and theory, which the radical movement in the United States
has always had. Most people want political discussion and political the-
ory.

Secondly, there has been a tendency to think that being an open
socialist is something that is impossible to build around in the United
States. I would venture that the opposite has been the case.

When we parted way with some comrades some years ago in the
1970s–actually at the peak of the movement–there was a decision to
make. One choice was to retreat from the project of building a directly
working-class organization through emphasis on labor work, because
the ground wasn’t fertile, and instead build an organization that is
committed to working-class power, but in the main looks toward youth
and students.

That was one of the debates between ourselves and comrades in the
International Socialists some years ago. I have to say that 30 years
after the process, it is undoubtedly the case that comrades in the IS
and Labor Notes have done extremely good work in the labor move-
ment. But from the point of view of the project of Leninism–of building
the seeds of a socialist organization committed to the transformation
of society–we have made a contribution which has at least kept
together that potential.

With a coming radicalization, our organization will really be put to the
test. We have not, as of yet, accomplished the heights. Surviving this
period has been quite an accomplishment. But the real accomplish-
ment is proving your relevance in the struggle, and I believe that we
are at the stage in which we have the constituent elements of an
organization that can–over time, and with others–become the kind of
party we look to.
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When Horace Greeley decided to launch a newspaper in 1841 that
would report on the fight against slavery and for women’s rights,
socialism and reform movements, he didn’t pull any punches explaining
why. "I founded the New York Tribune as a journal removed alike from
servile partisanship on the one hand and from gagged and mincing
neutrality on the other," he said.

From the "servile" Fox news to the "mincing neutrality" of the New York
Times, a quick glance at the media today shows that things haven’t
changed much since Greeley’s day. Extreme right-wing journalists like
Fox’s right-wing blowhard Bill O’Reilly or ABC’s vile John Stossel--who
are loathe to question any motive of the Bush administration--are the
extreme end of the spectrum.

More often, the media aren’t as nakedly on the side of the rich and
powerful. Instead, they try to present themselves as a provider of
"unbiased" and "balanced" news. But as Karl
Marx commented, the ruling ideas of society
are those of the ruling class.

The truth, as a journalist once remarked, is
that "freedom of the press is guaranteed only
to those who own one." In other words, to
individual billionaires and huge corporations.

Even the liberal mainstream media often
don’t see it as their duty to inform the public
or challenge the status quo. While the liberal press might express dis-
agreement with certain aspects of the right-wing’s agenda, at the
same time, it shares many of the same assumptions, such as the
"right" of the U.S. military and the free market to dominate people’s
lives around the world.

In other words, the "debate" is generally between people who agree
on the fundamentals–like going to war on Iraq–but who occasionally
disagree on how best to sell it.

Take Katherine Graham, the former owner and publisher of the liberal
Washington Post. In 1988, Graham remarked–to a meeting of CIA
recruits–that we "live in a dirty and dangerous world. There are some
things the general public does not need to know, and shouldn’t. I
believe democracy flourishes when the government can take legitimate
steps to keep its secrets and when the press can decide whether to
print what it knows." In other words: the public’s right to know extends
only so far as the government, and those who run the press, decides
it should.

Sometimes Individual journalists manage to get stories printed that lay
bare the corruption and injustice at the top of society. Bob Woodward
and Carl Bernstein’s exposé of the Watergate scandal in the
Washington Post during the Nixon administration is one example. The
recent Toledo Blade report on decades-old atrocities carried out by
U.S. forces in Vietnam is another. But scandals inevitably fade, and the
press moves on.

Socialist Worker is different in that we proudly take a side all the
time–the side of the working class–and offer an analysis of the news
that actually makes sense. Every week, SW reports the facts that the
mainstream media would rather gloss over and challenges the steady
stream of lies that come from the minority of people at the top.

In that sense, Socialist Worker is actually more objective than publica-
tions like the New York Times or the Washington Post. But SW takes

pride in being a newspaper that avoids
"gagged and mincing neutrality." We don’t
pretend–as mainstream news outlets
do–that the society we live in is an equal
playing field or that we’re impartial.

A recent letter to SW, for example, praised
the paper as "a valuable alternate view" but
questioned the "negative tone" of its articles.
A lot of our articles are angry–because we
think that the logic of a system that watches

millions starve in a world of plenty, or sacrifices Iraqi lives for the sake
of U.S. oil and empire, is sick. Socialist Worker stands in solidarity with
the oppressed and the exploited around the world. That’s something
you can’t pretend to be neutral about.

Moreover, Socialist Worker doesn’t simply report the news. It aims to
show the connections between the events that affect working people’s
lives, and fit them into a picture of the world that can explain why they
happen. Socialist Worker is also a place to take up the debates and
questions that inevitably arise in the struggles of the day.

Over the past months, SW has devoted space to some of the key
debates facing activists today–from who progressives should support
in the 2004 elections to whether the United Nations is a solution in
Iraq. Debates like these are key for our side to be able to plot a
course forward.

But SW isn’t just out to deliver the news or spark debate; it’s a tool for
organizing. From the antiwar movement, to striking workers at Tyson
foods in Jefferson, Wis., to the fight for immigrant rights in the wake of

Why We Sell Socialist Worker 
Newspaper

In the battle for ideas,
words are weapons.

Socialist Worker is our
weapon.
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ward their views and organize their fight. Every revolutionary upheaval
in society has seen a flurry of radical newspapers–from L’Ami du
Peuple, a radical paper of the French Revolution, to North Star, the
paper of abolitionist Frederick Douglass, to Pravda, the paper of the
Russian Bolsheviks.

In each case, the papers were a way of providing political clarity and
organization. As the Russian revolutionary Lenin put it, "A newspaper
is not only a collective propagandist and a collective agitator, it is also
a collective organizer. In this last respect, it may be likened to the
scaffolding around a building under construction, which marks the
contours of the structure and facilitates communication between the
builders, enabling them to distribute the work and to view the common
results achieved by their organized labor."

In the years 1912 to 1914, the Bolshevik Party had 3,000 members
in Petrograd. Their paper, Pravda, had a circulation in the city of
30,000. In 1917, party membership in Petrograd reached 32,000.
That’s because those who had read the paper in 1912 became
Bolsheviks themselves a few years later.

Today, when members of the International Socialist Organization
go out and sell Socialist Worker, our aim is the same. We want to
convince people we meet of the need for socialism–and the
need to build an organization capable of fighting for a different
world.

In 1920, Italian socialist Antonio Gramsci commented on the
socialist paper he helped found: "The workers loved
L’Ordine Nuovo because in it they found something of them-
selves, the best part of themselves, because in it they
sensed their own inner striving: how best can we be free?
How can we become ourselves?"

Socialist Worker aims to be a part of helping people to
answer those questions today. As the old slogan goes,
in the battle for ideas, words are weapons. Socialist
Worker is our weapon–make it yours, too.

the September 11 attacks, Socialist Worker doesn’t just report on
these struggles–it aims to win an audience among the militants who
are active in them.

We want people who are involved in everyday struggles to see SW as a
place where they can share the lessons of the defeats as well as the
victories and, most importantly, get involved in building the kind of
political organization that can ultimately challenge the system.

"Why would anyone want to stand on a street corner and sell a
paper?" is a question sometimes asked of people who sell Socialist
Worker. A paper like SW doesn’t circulate in the same way capitalist
papers do. We don’t depend on funding from advertisers and distribu-
tors. We don’t drop it into a news box or sell it at newsstands.

SW isn’t just another newspaper to be consumed–it’s a tool to begin
building political relationships with people who are starting to question
the system. That’s why we mainly sell Socialist Worker face to face, on
the street and at our campuses and workplaces.

There’s nothing new about that. People fighting to change society
have always turned to the press to put for-
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When socialists sell revolutionary newspapers today, we’re often
accused of repeating a 100-year-old formula from the Russian
Revolution that has no relevance in the U.S. In fact, the most important
revolutionary organizations of the African American radicalization of
the 1960s made their newspapers central to their activity.

The Black Panther Party for Self-Defense–deemed by FBI Director J.
Edgar Hoover "to be the greatest threat to the internal security of the
United States"–was launched by Huey P. Newton and Bobby Seale in
Oakland, Calif., in 1966. The Panthers made waves with their armed
"patrols of the police" in African American neighborhoods. But what set
the Panthers apart was their aim to build an explicitly revolutionary
socialist party. Their newspaper, The Black Panther, was central to the
project.

After police in the nearby town of Richmond killed an unarmed Black
man, Denzil Dowell, the Panthers made
the story the lead article in the paper’s
first issue on April 25, 1967–and led an
armed march on the police station to
demand an investigation.

Three months later, the massive Black
rebellions in Newark, N.J., and Detroit as
well as smaller riots in 60 other cities
highlighted the growth of radicalism
among African Americans. Moreover, the
Vietnam War was growing increasingly
unpopular, especially among Blacks.

It was in this context that Huey Newton spelled out the need for a rev-
olutionary party in his article, "The Correct Handling of a Revolution,"
written in the week between the Newark and Detroit uprisings. Newton
argued that riots were a "sporadic, short-lived and costly" form of
resistance and exposed Blacks to "the brutal violence of the oppres-
sors’ storm troops."

"The main purpose of the vanguard group," Newton added, "should be
to raise the consciousness of the masses through educational pro-
grams and other activities. The sleeping masses must be bombarded
with the correct approach to struggle and the party must use all
means available to get this information across to the masses."

The article reflected an elitist concept of the revolutionary party
derived from Mao’s China–something that could also be seen in the
arbitrary changes in "line" by party leaders. But with the uprisings of
1967, achieving theoretical clarity seemed less urgent than giving
political expression to the revolutionary mood in Black America.

When the police shooting of Newton and his arrest on murder charges
in an officer’s death made national news, The Black Panther newspa-
per enabled the group to expand from its initial Oakland base of 75 in
1967 to several thousand just two years later. Party activist David
Hilliard, who oversaw the paper’s publication, later wrote that The
Black Panther was "crucial to the daily work of the party...the most vis-
ible, most constant symbol of the party, its front page a familiar sight
at every demonstration and in every storefront window organizing
project throughout the country."

The Panthers rejected what Newton called "pork chop" Black national-
ism. In 1969, he wrote an article from prison arguing that "only by
eliminating capitalism and substituting for it socialism will Black people,
ALL Black people, be able to practice self-determination and thus
achieve freedom."

Just what was meant by "socialism" was
unclear. Sometimes the paper featured
long quotes from Mao Zedung or North
Korea’s Kim Il Sung, reflecting the illusions
in supposedly "red" China held by the far
left in that era. Yet the paper won wide-
spread following because it printed what
no mainstream paper would--accounts of
police brutality, reports on protests and
strikes, and criticisms of moderate Black
leaders.

The Black Panther eventually reached an estimated circulation of
100,000. Political differences–and state repression–soon led to a
rapid decline in the Panthers’ membership.

In 1969 alone, police killed 28 Panthers, and hundreds were jailed. By
1971, the party, unable to formulate a clear revolutionary perspective,
split–and both factions soon faded. The Black Panther newspaper,
nevertheless, had underscored the importance of a revolutionary
newspaper in generalizing the struggle.

As party member Landon Willis put it in a 1970 article written from
prison, "The Black Panther Community News Service is a living contem-
porary history of our people’s struggle for liberation at the grassroots
level. It’s something to be studied and grasped, and saved for future
generations to read, learn and understand."

If the Black Panther showed how a newspaper could build a revolution-
ary socialist organization, the Detroit-based Dodge Revolutionary
Union Movement (DRUM) highlighted the role of a newspaper as col-
lective agitator. A group of Black activists–many of them were veterans
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of the Student Non-violent Coordinating Committee and various Black
nationalist organizations–launched their newspaper, the Inner City
Voice (ICV), after reading Lenin’s Where to Begin? a pamphlet making
the case for the revolutionary newspaper.

The ICV editor was John Watson, who had organized an all-Black study
group on Karl Marx’s Capital, led by Martin Glaberman, a longtime
autoworker, activist and revolutionary socialist. The ICV oriented on
Dodge Main, a strategic plant that manufactured all of Chrysler’s
axles, taking up racist discrimination by both management and officials
in the United Auto Workers union.

DRUM was launched among Black workers following a May 1968 wild-
cat strike at Chrysler Corp.’s Dodge Main plant, led in part by an ICV
supporter named General Baker. In the fall of 1968, DRUM supporters
won the student elections to place Watson as editor of the Wayne
State University newspaper, The South End, a daily with a print run of
up to 18,000.

"The South End returns to Wayne State with the intention of promoting
the interests of the impoverished, oppressed, exploited, and power-
less victims of white, racist monopoly capitalism and imperialism," the
new editors wrote. "We will take the hard line...Our only enemies will
be those who would further impoverish the poor, exploit the exploited
and take advantage of the powerless."

The masthead featured two Black Panther logos and the slogan: "One
class-conscious worker is worth more than 100 students." By scrupu-
lously meeting financial requirements and publishing nonpolitical news
of sports and student activities, Watson outmaneuvered administra-
tors who sought to shut down the paper.

The bulk of the South End readership, however, was off campus–at
factories, hospitals and schools. A special issue devoted to DRUM

spelled out the group’s perspective to Black workers across Detroit.
"DRUM’s scope is not limited to the oppressive situation at Chrysler
nor all the rest of the plants for that matter," the lead article began.
"Although most organizing activity will be in the plants, DRUM sees its
long-range goal as the complete and total social transformation of the
society. This necessarily will take the effort of the whole Black commu-
nity as well as other progressive sectors of society."

DRUM differentiated itself from the Black Panther Party by rejecting
the Panthers’ theory that the Black lumpen proletariat–the inner-city
unemployed–would form the revolutionary vanguard, and stressed
instead the centrality of the working class to revolutionary social
change.

Thus, the South End always put working-class issues in a theoretical,
historical and international framework, and frequently featured articles
on Marxism. Entire special issues were devoted to opposing the mili-
tary dictatorship in Greece and supporting the Palestinian national lib-
eration movement.

DRUM activists lost control of the South End after a year, but their
efforts helped to launch the League of Revolutionary Black Workers, a
federation of DRUM-type workplace organizations. The League split in
1971 over disputes over whether to build a national organization and
debates over Marxism and Black nationalism.

Yet the issues that led to Black radicalism and the workplace revolts
of the late 1960s and early 1970s remain–racism, police violence,
poverty, aggressive employers and an unjust imperialist war of
aggression. A revolutionary newspaper that can provide an analysis of
those problems–and can help link the struggles they produce–is just
as relevant today.
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When Lenin became a socialist in Russia in the late 1890s, the move-
ment was, in his phrase, "primitive," consisting of groups of isolated
activists in various cities and towns. Each worked separately and with
no real knowledge of the general picture of the movement–or with any
means to develop a general, national perspective for taking on the
police autocracy of Russia’s Tsar.

Lenin became concerned with ending the "narrow" and "amateurish"
character of the movement, which, he wrote in 1901, prevented work-
ers in Russia from developing a "consciousness of their community of
interests throughout Russia." It was not only a question of how to link
together socialists in different cities, but how to take what were often
local struggles of workers and unite them–with the aim of developing
a force capable of posing a political 
challenge to Tsarism.

One of the key means for overcoming this
localism, in Lenin’s view, was the creation
of an all-Russian newspaper. "The com-
rade’s varying views on theoretical and
practical problems are not openly dis-
cussed in a central newspaper," Lenin
complained. A paper could help them
elaborate "a common program" and
devise "common tactics." Instead, "they
are lost in narrow study-circle life," which
leads to them exaggerating "local and
chance peculiarities."

A national newspaper for Lenin, then, was
not only a means to disseminate propa-
ganda–ideas about the nature of capitalism, the way to overcome it
and achieve socialism–but as a means to create a national organiza-
tion of militants linked together by common experience.

The paper was, in Lenin’s words, not only a "collective progagandist,"
but also a "collective agitator" and a "collective organizer." Our watch-
words, Lenin argued, were "Learn, propagandize, organize–and the
pivot of this activity can and must be only the organ of the Party."

In light of this, Lenin wanted a newspaper that aired differences and
debates–that not only reported on local struggles, but also presented
commentary on important political and theoretical questions facing the
movement. "It is necessary," he wrote, "to combine all the concrete
facts and manifestations of the working-class movement with the indi-
cated questions; the light of theory must be cast upon every separate
fact; propaganda on questions of politics and Party organization must

be carried on among the broad masses of the working class; and
these questions must be dealt with in the work of agitation."

Local agitational leaflets were narrow and insufficient, Lenin argued,
dealing only with local questions. "We must try to create a higher form
of agitation by means of the newspaper, which must contain a regular
record of workers' grievances, workers' strikes and other forms of
proletarian struggle, as well as all manifestations of political tyranny in
the whole of Russia; which must draw definite conclusions from each
of these manifestations in accordance with the ultimate aim of social-
ism and the political tasks of the Russian proletariat," he wrote.

This conception of the role of a newspaper as central propagandist,
agitator and organizer was unique at that
time in the world socialist movement.

The Socialist Party in the U.S., for exam-
ple, had not a single official organ.
Instead, it had hundreds of local and
national publications, all of them linked to
the party or its locals, but privately owned
and run. Even in 1904, when the party
had only 20,000 members, it had about
40 daily, weekly, and monthly papers and
magazines. In 1912, when the party had
more than 100,000 members, it boasted
323 publications.

These publications may have been more
or less effective in winning converts–
which in the Socialist Party primarily

meant winning people to vote for socialist candidates. They carried
various types of propaganda, sometimes good, sometimes bad, but
they were not interventionist, activist, organizing and centralizing
tools.

They were not intended to be–nor could they have been–publications
aimed at guiding, practically and politically, the organization as a
whole. They weren’t intended to be forums for workers in the party to
compare struggles and experiences in order to determine the next
step in the struggle.

After the defeat of the 1905 revolution in Russia and the beginning of
a new workers’ upsurge, the party began to issue a daily paper,
Pravda, at the beginning of 1912. The paper had its ups and downs,
but it very quickly became the backbone for a layer of several thou-
sand militants inside Russia’s most important factories.

Lenin and the Socialist Paper 
By Paul D’Amato
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Lenin’s writings after the first six months of Pravda show that his views
on the kind of paper needed for the socialist movement had devel-
oped. The importance of the paper wasn’t just that it put socialist
ideas across in a way accessible to workers, but that it was a paper
bought by, read, written for and sold by workers. In other words,
Lenin’s Bolsheviks wanted not just to produce a paper directed at
workers, but a workers’ newspaper.

Lenin was very careful to emphasize the importance of regular finan-
cial contributions by workers for Pravda–because without them, the
paper could not be published. Thus, after six months of publication, he
ran a lengthy article, spread over several issues, about the signifi-
cance of the fact that 504 workers’ groups had given donations–far
more than any other paper on the Russian left–to support Pravda.

But there was more to it than that. As he wrote: "From the point of
view of the initiative and energy of the workers themselves, it is much
more important to have 100 rubles collected by, say, 30 groups of
workers than 1,000 rubles collected by some dozens of ‘sympathiz-
ers.’ A newspaper founded on the basis of five-kopek pieces collected
by small factory circles of workers is a far more dependable, solid and
serious undertaking (both financially and, most important of all, from
the standpoint of the development of the workers’ democratic move-
ment) than a newspaper founded with tens and hundreds of rubles

contributed by sympathizing intellectuals."

For Lenin, even something so simple as reports in Pravda listing the
collections at workers’ meetings for different causes and struggles had
an important role to play beyond merely providing information. "As
they look through the reports on workers’ collections in connection
with letters from factory and office workers in all parts of Russia," he
wrote, "Pravda readers, most of whom are dispersed and separated
from one another by the severe external conditions of Russian life,
gain some idea how the proletarians of various trades and various
localities are fighting, how they are awakening to the defense of work-
ing-class democracy."

It was the whole packag–reports of collections, workers’ letters about
workplace conditions or about police brutality, reports on strikes, elec-
tion campaigns and demonstrations–that could come together in the
paper to create a general picture of the movement and where it need-
ed to go. True to this commitment, Pravda received and published
thousands of letters and reports from workers around the country.

Lenin’s view of the role of the revolutionary newspaper can
be summed up this way: "The workers’ newspaper is a
workers’ forum."

It has been almost 80 years since the death of the Russian
Revolutionary Vladimir Illich Lenin, and yet the controversy generated
by his life’s work—that is, the building of the revolutionary socialist
party that led the Russian working class to power in the Russian
Revolution of 1917—still rages over whether Lenin and his legacy are
to be held up as a method for building a revolutionary movement or as
a failure to be roundly condemned in order never to be repeated.

The scenario from Lenin’s naysayers usually reads something like this:
In 1917, Lenin and a tiny band of co-conspirators pulled off—not a
massive, popular, social upheaval—but a military coup, and then pro-
ceeded to rule Russian society with an iron fist. The post-revolutionary
period was, thus, not a flourishing of working class democracy, but a
totalitarian dictatorship. It is also assumed that the brutal dictator who
ruled Russia from the late 1920s until his death in the 1950s, Joseph
Stalin, simply inherited his position from Lenin—that Stalinism is a
continuation of the Russian revolution, rather than a complete negation
of everything that Lenin stood for. And, the argument concludes, this
entire scenario owes its theoretical substance to none other than Karl
Marx. 

Lenin’s harshest critics, of course, come from the ideological right

wing, most of them masquerading as academics—out to prove one
thing and one thing only: that Lenin was a brutal despot on the scale
of a Hitler or Mussolini, a man whose insatiable desire for power was
surpassed only by his thirst for blood. One such critic of high academic
standing, Richard Pipes, the Baird Professor of History at Harvard
University, put it this way in his book, The Russian Revolution: 
The party that Lenin forged and led was really not a party in the cus-
tomary sense of the word. It was more of an order in the sense in
which Hitler called his National Socialist party, bound by the members
unshakeable loyalty to their leader and to one another, but subject to
no other principle and responsible to no other constituency. Genuine
political parties strive to enlarge their membership, whereas these
“pseudo-parties”—the Bolshevik one first, and the fascist and the
Nazi ones later—were exclusive. 

These sorts of right-wing ideologues, who are the source of most of
what passes for fact about Lenin and the Bolshevik Party, have actually
produced a view of Lenin and Leninism that is pure fiction— and for a
fairly straightforward reason, I would argue: to discourage people here
from fighting back, because if the Bolshevik Party, the one example we
have of a successful working-class revolutionary party, turns out to
have been an authoritarian nightmare, then the only logical conclusion

In Defense of Leninism
By Sharon Smith



is that it just isn’t worth trying to build a revolutionary party today. 

And if the Russian Revolution, the one successful working-class revolu-
tion in world history was one which blew up in the faces of the work-
ers who fought for it, then workers here shouldn’t even consider trying
to overthrow the profit system here. Workers should just resign them-
selves to the existence of capitalism, and they should just accept it
when they lose their jobs or get their wages cut, or their health care or
whatever—because the alternative is even worse. 

I am just going to give one more example of the suspect quality of the
academic literature that supposedly proves how authoritarian and
bankrupt the Bolsheviks were—A Russian historian named Dmitry
Volkogonov, who in a biography on Lenin’s closest collaborator in the
Russian Revolution of 1917, Leon Trotsky, wrote that Trotsky once
confessed that he organized the Red Army through terror and repres-
sion. He even quotes Trotsky to support this assertion. He said that in
Trotsky’s autobiography My Life,” Trotsky said, “It is impossible to
organize an army without repression. It is necessary to put before the
soldiers the choice of death in the front or the rear.” Well, if you look
at the actual quote in My Life, Trotsky did
write those words—but the sentence
doesn’t end there. He finishes by saying,
“That was the principle of the old armies,
but we built an army on the principles of
the October Revolution.” 

As absurd as some of these formulations
are, the fact is that these sorts of
accounts about Lenin and the Bolshevik
Party make up most of what is accepted
as the “truth”—the documentation—of
the events of the Russian Revolution of
1917 and its immediate aftermath. And
that this is what makes up the basis of
what most people believe about Leninism—including many people
who are part of the left, who want to see workers have more power in
society, who want to change the world for the better—some of these
same people accept much of the official mainstream criticism of
Leninism. In fact, many people on the left who wouldn’t agree with a
single other thing that these right-wing academics have to say never-
theless share their assessment of the Bolshevik Party. 

That is why within the left, the word Leninism is so often equated with
a lack of internal—and therefore external—democracy, and that it is
so often assumed that the very idea of organizing a revolutionary
socialist party around a set of principles is inherently elitist, and that
that set of principles is often so disparagingly referred to as the mind-
less carrying of a “party line” by the membership. 

It is quite easy to list a string of quotes from Lenin to back up the
basic viewpoint that the Bolshevik Party was based upon elitism first
and secrecy and authoritarianism second. I’ll give you a couple of the

most famous ones. In 1903, in one of his earliest debates on the
nature of the revolutionary party, “What is to be done?,” Lenin wrote:
“The history of all countries shows that the working class, exclusively
of its own effort, is able to develop only trade union consciousness,
i.e. the conviction that it is necessary to combine in unions, fight the
employers, and strive to compel the government to pass necessary
labor laws, etc.” And elsewhere in the same debate he stated fairly
explicitly, “Class political consciousness can be brought to the workers
only from without, that is only from outside the economic struggle,
from outside the relations between workers and employers.”

Not only, presumably did Lenin hold the elitist idea that only intellectu-
als could convince workers of the need for revolution, but Lenin also
said elsewhere of the revolutionary party, “such an organization must
consist chiefly of people professionally engaged in revolutionary activi-
ty; that in an autocratic state, the more we confine the membership of
such an organization to people who are professionally engaged in rev-
olutionary activity and who have been professionally trained in the art
of combating the political police, the more difficult will it be to unearth
the organization.”

And Lenin spelled out concretely what it
meant to be a local member for the
Bolshevik Party around the same time, in
his “Letter to a comrade about our
Organizational Tasks:” “Every member of
the factory committee should regard him-
self as an agent of the committee,
obliged to submit to all its orders and to
observe all the ‘laws and customs’ of the
‘army in the field’ which he has joined
and from which in time of war he has no
right to absent himself without official
leave.”

Around quotations such as these, Lenin’s critics paint the picture of
Lenin as authoritarian, and Leninism as elitism. But again, it’s what
they leave out that matters. Because it is equally easy to present a
series of quotes that paint an entirely different picture of Lenin and
Leninism. Take for example, the statement Lenin made at the begin-
ning of the 1905 revolution in Russia, which flies in the face of every-
thing you just heard from Lenin, from the strategy for party-building
from “What is to be Done:” “The working-class is instinctively, sponta-
neously Social Democratic, or socialist.” A few years later, Lenin devel-
oped this idea further, when he said of workers: “The very conditions
of their lives makes the workers capable of struggle and impels them
to struggle. At every step they come face to face with their enemy—
the capitalist class. In combat with this enemy the worker becomes a
socialist, comes to realize the necessity of a complete abolition of all
poverty and all oppression.”

And, as for intellectuals, far from idolizing them, he argued, “A tight
hold must always be kept on the intelligencia. It is always the instigator
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of all sorts of squabbles. One cannot rely on a small periphery of intel-
lectuals, but one can and should rely on hundreds of organized work-
ers.” And as far as the internal party regime, Lenin argued to open up
the gates of the party and welcome in new members by the thou-
sands: “The youth—the students and still more so the young work-
ers—will decide the issue of the whole struggle. Form hundreds of
circles from among the youth and encourage them to work at full
blast. Allow every subcommittee to write and publish leaflets without
any red tape—there is no harm if they do make a mistake; we will
gently correct them.” And he added to this view elsewhere, when he
said, “We must learn to form looser, broader and more accessible
organizations. Our slogan is: for a larger Social Democratic Labor
Party!”

Most of Lenin’s critics conveniently leave out this side of Lenin, when
he expounds at great length on building a broad, mass based activist
party, so that we are left only with the grim and determined strategies
laid out in “What is to be Done.” Nevertheless, having seen the two
sides of Lenin, it is reasonable to ask how these two different sides of
Lenin—these two seemingly completely contradictory viewpoints on
the nature of the revolutionary party—can be reconciled, both coming
from the same person.

These are the two sides of Leninism—the necessarily different strate-
gies and tactics, but always with the same aim: preparing for the com-
ing revolution, by building a mass revolutionary workers party over a
period of years in advance of a revolutionary upheaval—even when
such a revolution seems way off in the distant future. These different
strategies were dictated not by Lenin, but by the political conditions
which existed in Russia at any given time. On the one hand, of necessi-
ty, in the highly repressive conditions that at most times existed in
tsarist Russia, the party had to operate in secret and be organized as
a tightly disciplined network. But entirely different methods were used
to build the party in the middle of social upheaval—such as occurred
in Russia in 1905 with the first Russian Revolution and then again in
1917, when the second Russian Revolution broke out that brought the
working class to victory.

A couple of facts can illustrate just how repressive Tsarist Russia was
before and in between the two Russian revolutions—between the
defeat of the 1905 revolution and the years immediately preceding of
the 1917 revolution—a period in which any and all opposition was
crushed, and in which joining a revolutionary party was a virtual guar-
antee that you would end up in prison, or in exile in Siberia sometimes
over and over again. In 1898, when the Russian Social Democratic
Labor Party held its founding convention, virtually every delegate to
the convention was arrested by the police. As far as infiltration by the
police, every party committee during certain periods had police agents
among its members—in 1910, every Moscow committee was headed
by a police agent; in 1912, two police agents sat on the editorial
board of Pravda, the party’s main newspaper, and one police agent
sat on its central committee.

The way Lenin himself described the need to restrict the party in this
period was quite simply, that “making the party accessible to the
masses” meant making “revolutionaries accessible to the police.”
Open democracy, as we think of it, was completely impossible if the
party was to survive.

But as soon as the 1905 revolution broke out and masses of workers
began moving into struggle, Lenin argued for a complete about face in
the methods of building the party, for a wide open and democratic
organization–he said quite clearly: “Now the open propaganda of
democratic ideas and demands, no longer persecuted by the weak-
ened government, has spread so widely that we must learn to adjust
ourselves to this entirely new scope of the movement.” And he said,
specifically, “The whole party organization is now built on a democratic
basis. This means that ALL the party members must take part in the
election of officials, committee members and so forth and that ALL
party members discuss and decide questions concerning the political
campaigns of the proletariat, and that all party members determine
the line of tactics of the party organizations.”

Far from being the brutal tyrant that he is so often purported to have
been, Lenin stood above all for freedom and democracy—and when-
ever external conditions permitted it, these were the operating meth-
ods of the Bolshevik Party. In fact, the idea that Lenin ruled the party
with an iron fist at any point in its history is downright laughable.He
repeatedly argued to that the leadership should not bark out orders
to the membership but that they should “patiently explain” policies and
aim to convince them over time of the politics.

Repeatedly during the course of building the Bolshevik party over two
decades, Lenin found himself outvoted and in a minority, shouted down
and heckled at meetings, and denounced by fellow party members.
This is all part of the public record. Yet Lenin’s critics, when they hear
that the Bolsheviks operated on the basis of “democratic centralism,”
hear only the word centralism. But the fact is that the party was far
more democratic than it was centralized.

Nowhere was this more in evidence than during 1917. In fact, when
Lenin started to argue for a working-class insurrection at the begin-
ning of September 1917, when the Bolsheviks first won a majority in
the soviets, (the Russian word for the workers councils that sprung up
all over Russia in the Revolution) it took him no less than a month and
a half, until mid-October, to convince a majority of the Central
Committee of the Bolshevik Party that it was time to make this propos-
al to the soviet. And even then, two members of the central committee
voted against. And even after the Central Committee voted that it was
time to organize an insurrection, the Bolsheviks did not take power
themselves, they made a proposal to the Soviet that it should take
power, by organizing a military revolutionary committee (this was
immediately voted for in the soviet).

And one of the central committee members, Kamenev, actually leaked



the information to the local media that the Bolsheviks had voted for an
insurrection, so the plan for the insurrection appeared in the daily
newspaper days before it took place. This is hardly the picture of the
secret military coup that Lenin is supposed to have singlehandedly
masterminded and carried out in October of 1917—but an open and
inclusive debate within the party and within the working class organi-
zations.

It is in the evidence—and there is plenty of it—from 1917, that the
fictional character of Lenin painted by the right-wing ideologues falls
flat on its face. To begin with, the Bolsheviks had absolutely nothing to
do with the demonstrations that began the revolution in February of
1917. Not only that, but they actually urged the women workers who
were planning to demonstrate on International Women’s Day to calm
down! (It should be noted that, while the Bolshevik party was taken by
surprise by the start of the February Revolution, the local Bolsheviks
quickly shifted and began taking part in the strike wave.)

Nevertheless, this rather embarrass-
ing episode shows quite clearly that
the revolution of 1917 was hardly a
creation of the Bolshevik Party—it
would have happened with or without
it. But it succeeded, I would argue,
because of it. Even though most
people viewed the February revolu-
tion that overthrew the tsar as the
end of the revolution— the
Bolshevik Party alone argued that
this was just the beginning, that a
second revolution had to take place
that would transfer “all power to the
soviets.” This was the Bolshevik
Party slogan—and it became the
slogan of the October revolution
when it happened.

This example illustrates that the relationship between the Leninist
party and the working class is by no means a one-way relationship—
the party learned as much from the workers as it taught them. And
Lenin stressed this repeatedly; the party was pushed forward as much
by the workers movement as it pushed the movement forward.

Throughout 1917, there are many examples in which the party was
wrong on this or that issue, or moved too slowly, or tried to move too
quickly. But the crucial factor was that the party had, over a very long
period of time, learned how to lead—not by fiat, not by substituting
itself for the working class, but by organizing the most class conscious
workers into a political party as a way to help raise the consciousness
of the working-class as a whole. Lenin was adamant about this rela-
tionship, stating, “There must not be a hint of dictatorship of the
Bolsheviks.”

There is no question that the Bolshevik Party could have seized power
in June or July of 1917. In Petrograd, in Kronstadt, and a number of
other areas, throngs of workers were calling for an insurrection. But in
June or July the Bolsheviks were still a minority in the elections to the
soviets in the most of Russia. To have organized a seizure of power at
that point would have meant organizing it in the name of the minority.

It was only after September, when the Bolsheviks won a majority in
soviet after soviet, and Trotsky was elected president of the Petrograd
soviet, that Lenin began to argue for an insurrection—that is, when
the insurrection would be the act of the working-class majority. The
fact that it was the act of the working-class majority is the reason why
in Petrograd, certainly, the insurrection itself was virtually bloodless
(more people were killed in the making of Eisenstein’s film about the
Russian Revolution several years later than were killed in the
Petrograd insurrection itself ). Between the time of the February
Revolution and the insurrection some seven months later, the size of
the Bolshevik Party had multiplied by more than 20 times—from

20,000 to nearly a quarter of a mil-
lion members. There can be no
question that the Bolsheviks repre-
sented the will of the majority of
workers in Russia in 1917.

And there is no doubt that power
was transferred in 1917 not to the
Bolshevik Party but to the soviets
themselves. Nor were the soviets or
workers councils a creation of any
Leninist—or Marxist for that matter.
They sprung up first in the revolu-
tion of 1905 and then again, spon-
taneously in February 1917. And
they operated on a democratic basis
that is unknown in capitalist society.
Unlike Congress or parliamentary
democracy, or the constituent

assembly that existed in Russia at the time—which call themselves
democratic but actually work to exclude working-class people from real
power in society—workers councils do the opposite: they give every
single working-class person real representation in government. The
eyewitness to the Russian revolution, American journalist John Reed
(who wrote Ten Days that Shook the World, a book that has turned
thousands of people into socialists) described the workers’ councils
this way, after seeing them in action: “no political body more sensitive
and responsive to the popular will was ever invented.” And he went on
to describe how, even though most delegates to the soviets were
elected by workers in factories, “the soviet system is extremely flexible,
and if the cooks and waiters or the street sweepers or the cab drivers
of that ward organized and demanded representation, they were
allowed.” Any segment of the population that felt it was being discrimi-
nated against could make up an independent soviet.
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The whole way the soviets were run guaranteed democracy
because—again, unlike Congress, where you either have to be a mil-
lionaire yourself or be backed by millionaires to get elected—no dele-
gate to the workers council was allowed to earn more than the aver-
age workers’ wage. And most importantly, the workers councils oper-
ated by the principle of “immediate recall.” Unlike here, where you
have to wait four or six years until the next election when a politician
breaks his or her promises—in the soviets, delegates were not elect-
ed for any set period of time and could be removed within hours if the
workers who elected them decided it was time for a change.

And actually, its worth mentioning that workers councils were not
something that was exclusive to the Russian Revolution—they have
arisen in every single situation in which the workers movement
becomes powerful enough to challenge the government—all over the
world. Workers councils have sprung up everywhere from Italy,
Hungary and Germany in the late 19-teens and early 1920s, to
Portugal in 1974 and Iran in 1979. Above all, Leninism is about win-
ning the rule of the workers’ councils, not the revolutionary party. It is
about making Karl Marx’s argument, that socialism is the self-emanci-
pation of the working-class, a reality—it is about workers and the
oppressed freeing themselves from exploitation and oppression.

This is an important distinction, and one that, not surprisingly, eludes
the official historians who consider the soviets yet another form of the
Bolsheviks despotic rule—forgetting completely that the soviets were
multi-party institutions.

The first months, in particular, of post-revolutionary Russia show that,
when workers are given the opportunity to rule themselves, to raise
their own intellect, they jump on the opportunity. There are endless
accounts—usually very surprised accounts—by foreign visitors to
post-revolutionary Russia: of workers and peasants crowded into the
opera houses and theaters; of large meeting halls packed with work-
ers and peasants stuffed like sardines, discussing the issues of the
day; of workers who could barely read poring over issues of socialist
newspapers. All this in a country where the majority of the population
was still illiterate.

If anything (and again, this flies in the face of the so-called official his-
torians yet has been documented repeatedly in the records of the
Russian revolution) post revolutionary Russia was the flourishing of
workers’ control from below. Just a few examples help to illustrate just
how little the party was in control of the situation. In 1918, for exam-
ple, when the Bolsheviks negotiated the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, which
finally pulled Russia out of the first world War, the regional soviet of
Siberia refused to accept the treaty—even though it had been ratified
by the central soviet, the body representing the soviets nationally.
Nevertheless the Siberian soviet refused to accept the treaty and
announced it was still in a state of war against the Central Powers. 

This spirit of independence existed not only in the soviets, but in work-
places and communities throughout Russia. On the railways, for exam-

ple, each station operated as a sort of independent republic, with the
stationmaster elected by all the workers in the station. In factories, the
factory committees run by the workers often refused to pay any atten-
tion to instructions they received even locally, and proceeded to make
their own decisions about work and production—and usually awarded
themselves large pay increases. Krupskaya, Lenin’s wife, recalled in
her reminiscences how she was at the commisariat of education one
day and a working woman came in: “During our conversation, I asked
her what shift she was working in. I thought she was working the night
shift. Otherwise she would not have been able to come to the
Comisariat in the daytime. “None of us are working today. We had a
meeting yesterday evening, everyone was behind with her domestic
work at home, so we voted to knock off today. We’re the bosses now,
you know.” And Lenin’s wife comments: “For early 1918, this was the
typical case.”

The historian Marcel Liebman described: “Local committees sprang up
everywhere: workers’ committees, peasant committees, housewives
committees, committees for factories and quarters, committees of sol-
diers, Cossacks and sailors. In the industrial quarters, in the big
blocks crowded with working-class families, there were house commit-
tees that tried to regulate the details of communal life. Jules Destree, a
Belgian socialist who was in Russia, tells how, while travelling from
Petrograd to Moscow by a very slow train, the people sharing his com-
partment had formed a ‘travelling committee’ before they reached
their destination.” School students organized at their schools and got
rid of mandatory examinations, and elected their teachers. The list
went on and on and on.

It is very important to understand that, not only was Lenin in favor of
this kind of control from below—he went to great lengths to encour-
age it. On the eve of insurrection, he wrote in State and Revolution:
“The mass of the population will rise to take an independent part, not
only in voting and elections, but also in the everyday administration of
the state.” Then, addressing the soviet immediately after the insurrec-
tion: “We must allow complete freedom to the creative faculties of the
masses.” And a few weeks later, On November 6th, Lenin wrote in
Pravda, “Comrades, working people! Remember that now you your-
selves are at the helm of state. No one will help you if you yourselves
do not unite and take into your hands all affairs of state…Get on with
the job yourselves: begin right at the bottom, do not wait for anyone.” 

Two months after the insurrection, Lenin urged working-class people
to go still further. At the end of December 1917, Lenin wrote: “one of
the most important tasks of today…is to develop the independent ini-
tiative of the workers, and of all the working and exploited people gen-
erally, develop it as widely as possible in creative organizational work.
At all costs, we must break the old absurd, savage, despicable, and
disgusting prejudice that only the so-called ‘upper classes,’ only the
rich, are capable of administering the state and directing the organiza-
tional development of socialist society.”

This is the vision of socialism represented by Lenin and Leninist
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organization—one in which ordinary people take the running of socie-
ty into their own hands. And his vision represented not only an end to
exploitation of the working class but an end to all forms of oppression.
For example, even though the revolution implemented enormous
advances for women—including the right to vote and run for public
office well before women had won this right in the so-called advanced
countries (including this one) and granted women in Russia the right
to abortion decades before it was won in the West—Lenin expounded
at great length that much more needed to be done to wipe out
women’s oppression: “Notwithstanding all the laws emancipating
women, she continues to be a domestic slave, because petty house-
work rushes, strangles, stultifies and degrades her, chains her to the
kitchen and the nursery…The real emancipation of women, real com-
munism, will begin only when and where an all-out struggle begins
against this petty housekeeping, or rather when its wholesale transfor-
mation into a large scale socialist economy begins.” And he called for
more public catering establishments, nurseries and kindergartens to
help free women up from household labor.

Lenin was just as dedicated to wiping out racial and national oppres-
sion. On the question of Jews
(against whom discrimination and
violence was about on the same
scale at it is against Black people in
the United States) the Bolshevik
Party had long before the revolution
made the ending of Jewish oppres-
sion a central feature of its program.
In 1914, Lenin emphasized this
issue: Workers “must present their
conviction of the necessity for com-
plete equality, for complete and final
renunciation of any special privileges
for any particular nation…The [rul-
ing class] try to make Jewish people
a scapegoat for all their sins. The Bolshevik Party have therefore
rightly given first place in their bill to the position of the Jews”.

Not only did the Russian revolution outlaw discrimination against Jews
but all three of the main soviets voted in Jews as their presidents—
which is about as significant as it would be to elect a Black president
in the United States today. When Trotsky described the Russian revolu-
tion as a “festival of the oppressed,” he was not exaggerating.

But this side of Leninism usually gets ignored—this vision of social-
ism, the reality of post-revolutionary Russia in its first months—
before it was invaded by the armies of 14 countries, including this
one, to try and overthrow the new workers’ government; before the
economic blockade against against Russia (on par with today’s sanc-
tions against Iraq) that caused mass famine and epidemics throughout
Russia). In other words, before the revolution was starved and the
economy devastated by the Civil War—the counter-revolutionary war
that set into motion forces that would eventually unravel the revolu-

tion, despite the heroic efforts of the Bolsheviks to save it.

Instead, when discussing post-Revolutionary Russia, the naysayers
focus on a series of charges—all of them leveled against the
Bolsheviks as if they were operating in a period of peace and prosper-
ity, rather than a situation in which an active counter revolutionary mili-
tary mobilization was trying to restore power to the tsar and the old
Russian capitalist class. The Bolsheviks are criticized for dispersing the
constituent assembly (the parliamentary body that was about as rep-
resentative of working-lass people as the U.S. Congress is today) as
an attack on democracy, without acknowledging that the constituent
assembly was raised as the rallying cry of the counter-revolution—not
because they believed in democracy of any kind, but only to under-
mine the soviets.

Similarly, the Bolsheviks are charged with outlawing political parties
such as the Socialist Revolutionaries and, on and off again, the
Mensheviks, after mid-1918—without acknowledging that these were
outlawed because they were actively supporting the counter-revolu-
tion. The Socialist Revolutionaries (who were neither, just for the

record) stood formally in favor of
returning to a monarchy and went so
far as to try and assassinate Lenin.
He almost died after the seond
attempt on his life—a fact conve-
niently missing from most of the offi-
cial histories on this question.

And finally, and perhaps most impor-
tantly, at the end of two and a half
years of civil war—which the Red
Army won only because of the dedi-
cation of the mass of Russian work-
ers to defending the revolution—
the Bolsheviks are charged with put-

ting down a series of rebellions in the winter of 1921, in particular the
Kronstadt rebellion in March of 1921. This charge is leveled against
the Bolsheviks without the slightest regard for the context in which
these rebellions took place. Mass famine was sweeping the country
(some 7 million Russians died of starvation and diseases like typhus
during this period); industry was ground to a standstill because of the
war and the blockade; and counter-revolutionary armies (like the
Polish army) were camped right outside Russia’s borders, waiting to
seize on these rebellions as an excuse to invade Russia once again.
This is the context in which the Bolsheviks made the tortured decision
to crush the Kronstadt rebellion.

Marx had said that people make their own history, but not in conditions
of their own choosing. And you could not have picked more difficult
conditions than what existed in Russia in 1921. Russia was already a
poor country before the revolution, and Lenin understood full well that
a workers government in Russia could not survive for very long with-
out a revolution elsewhere to support it. Lenin himself said repeatedly,
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“Comrades, working people!
Remember that now you yourselves are
at the helm of state. No one will help
you if you yourselves do not unite and

take into your hands all affairs of
state…Get on with the job yourselves:
begin right at the bottom, do not wait

for anyone.” 
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“Without a revolution in Germany, we are doomed.”

And there was a revolution in Germany—there were three revolutions
in Germany in fact, between 1918 and 1923. It was only then, after
the final defeat of the German revolution in 1923, that the hopes for
support from abroad were finally crushed. In 1921, the future was not
at all clear, and the Bolsheviks made the enormously difficult
choice to try and hold out—a choice that was made the easier
because the defeat of the Russian Revolution in that context would
have meant a return to the rule of tsarism. The counter-revolutionar-
ies staging anti-Semitic riots against Jews throughout Russia were a
constant reminder of what a return to tsarism would mean. 

And there the naysayers case is complete—including the claim that
the crushing of the Kronstadt rebellion constituted the beginnings of
Stalinism in Russia—without acknowledging that both Lenin until his
death in 1924 and Trotsky throughout the 1920s, fought tooth and
nail against the bureaucratic rule that Stalin was in the process of
building.

The Russian Revolution did not survive, that is true. But the tragedy is
that, 80 years later, instead of honoring it for giving us in later genera-
tions the one glimpse we have of what a workers’ revolution might
look like—of the tremendous possibilities for a socialist society in the
future for the world—even many people on the left accept the official
histories of these right-wing ideologues and lay the blame for its fail-
ure on the Bolshevik Party and on Lenin in particular. Yet the very
essence of socialism is to share the wealth—not the poverty— in
society. If anyone is to blame for the defeat of the Russian Revolution,
it is the capitalists whose armies invaded and blockaded revolutionary
Russia, reducing its economy on a scale that was “unprecedented in
human history,” according to one economist. All the Bolsheviks were
ever allowed to share was the poverty. The revolution was never able
to operate in anything other than conditions of terrible scarcity.
Instead of viewing the Russian Revolution as a proof of what’s wrong
with Leninism, it makes far more sense to appreciate the tremendous
accomplishments of the Russian revolution despite the tremendous
drawbacks of the situation.

Nevertheless, many people on the left who embrace the ideals of
workers control and an end to oppression—the things that for a brief
period were a product of the revolution—do not at the same time
embrace the need for a revolutionary party. It is fairly common even to
hear people describe, “I’m a Marxist, but not a Leninist.” But there is
an inherent contradiction in that point of view. Building a revolutionary
party is the only way to make a reality of the self-emancipation of the
working class. There has not ever been, and I would argue, there will
never be, a single instance when a ruling class faced with a mass
strike of workers and the emergence of workers councils suddenly
develops a guilty conscience and hands over power. The reality is that
they use every means at their disposal—and they have many—
against every gain made by workers. It is saying, “I believe in the self-
emancipation of the working-class, but not for the main vehicle for win-
ning it.”
Without the Bolshevik Party, there would have been no workers control
in Russia in 1917, no emancipation of women, no liberation of the
oppressed nationalities—because there would have been no Russian
Revolution. The fact that the Bolsheviks had slogged it out over many
years—through the ups and downs, making mistakes and learning
from them—meant that they could transform themselves from what
one Bolshevik called a “despised minority” isolated from the mass of
workers, to become the party that would win the support of the major-
ity of Russian workers and the peasantry in 1917. You can’t have the
Lenin of State and Revolution without the Lenin of “What is to be
Done”—one would not exist without the other. History is filled with
heroic struggles of workers and the oppressed rising up against their
oppression, only to be crushed because they had no revolutionary
party, or a party that was too new and inexperienced to be able to
lead the movement to victory—the German Revolution was one such
bloody defeat.

We are Leninists because we want to see the victory of the
working class and the victory of a future socialist society.
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Over the last few decades, left-wing activists and academics have by
and large rejected Marxism and its emphasis on class and class strug-
gle. In particular, Marxism has been attacked for ignoring or downplay-
ing questions of oppression. The idea that society consists of a series
of separate but overlapping “identities” based on things such as gen-
der, race, class, sexual orientation, national identity and cultural prac-
tices is now widespread. This view of society is akin to the liberal plu-
ralism we learn in school. Society, so the argument goes, consists of
different, sometimes competing “interest groups.” No overarching
analysis of society can take all of these
“differences” into account and unite
them into a coherent framework.
Marxism is viewed as unable to deal with
oppression because it is concerned only
with class exploitation. The views of one
feminist author writing in 1979 are still
widespread: “Marx never questioned the
hierarchical sexual ordering of society.”1 

Marx is similarly attacked for his sup-
posed lack of attention to racism. To
quote one academic: 
Ethnic and racial conflicts were not sub-
jects to which Marx gave much close
attention. Although Marx acknowledged
these types of division in society, he
does not appear to have been much
interested in explaining their dynamics.
Obsessed with a supposedly more fun-
damental category of socioeconomic
identity, namely class, Marx slighted race
and did not grant it a place of its own in
his historical work. In 1849, in response
to the query “What is a Negro slave?”
Marx wrote: “A man of the black race.
The one explanation is as good as the
other...A Negro is a Negro.”2 

The idea that Marx and Engels ignored or downplayed oppression
because they “privileged” class is simply wrong. What they (and
Marxists since) have argued is that 1) various oppressions cannot be
understood separately from capitalism because capitalism shapes and
depends upon oppression for its survival, and 2) the most thorough-
going struggle against oppression cannot be carried out on the basis
of separate struggles of the oppressed, each united across class lines.
Such a struggle will always be limited by the narrow interests of bour-
geois and middle-class elements within the oppressed group who will
seek to limit the scope of the struggle within the confines of capitalism.

Only the working class (Black, white, Latino, gay, straight, women,
men) has both the collective power and the common interest to fight
for complete liberation. 

The Marxist tradition 
Capitalism is a society based on the exploitation of the many by the
few. Because it is founded on massive inequality, it requires various
means to oppress and keep down the working class and the poor. The
ruling classes of the world know the value of “divide and rule,” both

as a means to weaken any opposition
against them, and as a means to
squeeze more profits from the working
class. 

The working class is not only an exploit-
ed class—it is also an oppressed class.
Workers receive worse education,
worse housing and worse job opportu-
nities than the sons and daughters of
the middle class and the rich. Workers
are constantly reminded that they do
not possess the intelligence or the
capabilities of those above them on the
social ladder. Workers are disadvan-
taged at every step, stressed under
financial and family constraints, forced
to work in dangerous jobs and, there-
fore, more likely to suffer from various
physical and mental ailments. In turn,
they are then forced to accept the
poorest quality health care—if they can
get it at all. 

Racial, sexual, national, linguistic and
other oppressions interact with this
basic class oppression to produce sec-

tions within the working class who are doubly or “specially”
oppressed. Marx and Engels were clear that capitalism—a system
based upon the exploitation of wage labor for profit—was founded on
enslavement and oppression from its beginnings: 
The discovery of gold and silver in America, the extirpation, enslave-
ment and entombment in mines of the indigenous population of that
continent, the beginnings of the conquest and plunder of India, and
the conversion of Africa into a preserve for the commercial hunting of
black skins are all things that characterize the dawn of the era of capi-
talist production. These idyllic proceedings are the chief moments of
primitive accumulation.3 

Marxism and Oppression 
By Paul D’Amato



The treasures captured outside Europe by undisguised looting,
enslavement and murder flowed back to the mother-country and were
turned into capital there.4 

Direct slavery is as much the pivot upon which our present-day indus-
trialism turns as are machinery, credit, etc. Without slavery there would
be no cotton, without cotton there would be no modern industry. It is
slavery which has given value to the colonies, it is the colonies which
have created world trade, and world trade is the necessary condition
of large-scale machine industry.5

In fact the veiled slavery of the wage laborers in Europe needed the
unqualified slavery of the New World as its pedestal...Capital comes
dripping from head to toe, from every pore, with blood and dirt.6  

Everyone accepts the idea that the oppression of slaves was rooted in
the class relations of exploitation of that system. Fewer recognize that
under capitalism wage slavery is the pivot around which all other
inequalities and oppressions turn. Capitalism used racism to justify
plunder, conquest and slavery, but as Marx pointed out, it also used
racism to divide and rule—to pit one section of the working class
against another and thereby blunt class consciousness. Marx devel-
oped this idea throughout his works, including these two passages
about slavery in the U.S. and England’s oppression of Ireland: 

In the United States of America, every independent workers’ movement
was paralyzed as long as slavery disfigured part of the republic. Labor
in a white skin cannot emancipate itself where it is branded in a black
skin.7

Every industrial and commercial center in England now possesses a
working class divided into two hostile camps, English proletarians and
Irish proletarians. The ordinary English worker hates the Irish worker
as a competitor who lowers his standard of life. In relation to the Irish
worker he feels himself a member of the ruling nation and so turns
himself into a tool of the aristocrats and capitalists of his country
against Ireland, thus strengthening their domination over himself. He
cherishes religious, social, and national prejudices against the Irish
worker. His attitude toward him is much the same as that of the “poor
whites” to the “niggers” in the former slave states of the U.S.A. The
Irishman pays him back with interest in his own money. He sees in the
English worker at once the accomplice and the stupid tool of the
English rule in Ireland. 

This antagonism is artificially kept alive and intensified by the press,
the pulpit, the comic papers, in short, by all the means at the disposal
of the ruling classes. This antagonism is the secret of the impotence of
the English working class, despite its organization. It is the secret by
which the capitalist class maintains its power. And that class is fully
aware of it. [Marx’s italics]8 

Marx concluded that part of the key to building a successful workers’
movement in England was to win English workers to the idea that
Ireland had the right to separate from England.

Marx’s observations on Ireland became the foundation of Vladimir
Lenin’s position on the self-determination of oppressed nations—in
an era when the world’s biggest and most powerful capitalist states
fought to carve up the world between themselves. Lenin’s arguments
against Rosa Luxemburg over Poland’s right to self-determination in
1914 have become a cornerstone of the revolutionary Marxist 
tradition: 
Successful struggle against exploitation requires that the proletariat be
free of nationalism, and be absolutely neutral, so to speak, in the fight
for supremacy that is going on among the bourgeoisie of various
nations. If the proletariat of any one nation gives the slightest support
to the privileges of “its own” national bourgeoisie, that will inevitably
rouse distrust among the proletariat of another nation; it will weaken
the international class solidarity of the workers and divide them, to the
delight of the bourgeoisie. Repudiation of the right to self-determina-
tion or to succession inevitably means, in practice, support for the
privileges of the dominant nation.9 

Natonalism and combating national oppression, for Marx (and later
Lenin) were not at all the same thing. On the contrary, it was the duty
of socialists, especially those in the large oppressor nations, to combat
all forms of national oppression and inequality precisely in order to
break down national divisions in the working class and strengthen their
struggle against capitalism. Socialists are for the voluntary, free union
of peoples and are therefore in principle opposed to any forced reten-
tion of any nation within the borders of another. This is the exact
opposite of the anti-Marxist caricature that claims that Marxism
“ignores” such divisions as a “diversion” from the class struggle. 

Marx and Engels on women’s oppression 
Marx and Engels rejected outright the idea (up- held by conservatives,
but also by some feminists) that the low status of women was an
unchanging feature of human existence—fixed for all time by human
biology or by the ideas in people’s heads. Women’s position in society
has been conditioned by the particular stage of development of the
productive forces of society, and, corresponding to that, the given
social relations of a particular society. Women’s status in society has
always been related to the role they have played in— and in the dif-
ferent forms taken by—the family in history. 

Women’s status, for example, was very different in preclass societies.
Engels describes how in the horticultural society of the Iroquois,
women’s control over agriculture gave them a far higher status than
women in later times. Though there was a sexual division of labor, it
did not necessarily confer a dominant role to the men: 
The division of labor between the two sexes is determined by causes
entirely different from those that determine the status of women in
society. Peoples whose women have to work much harder than we
would consider proper often have far more real respect for women
than our Europeans have of theirs. The social status of the lady of civi-
lization, surrounded by sham homage and estranged from all real
work, is socially infinitely lower than that of the hard-working woman of
barbarism...10
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Women’s oppression arose and coincided with the rise of the first class
divisions in society: 
The first class opposition that appears in history coincides with the
development of the antagonism between man and woman in monoga-
mous marriage, and the first class oppression coincides with that of
the female sex by the male. Monogamous marriage was a great step
forward; nevertheless, together with slavery and private wealth, it
opens the period that has lasted until today in which every step for-
ward is also relatively a step backward, in which prosperity and devel-
opment for some is won through the misery and frustration of oth-
ers.11 

Capitalism does not free women, but it creates the conditions in which
women can be liberated. Noting how modern industry in the 19th cen-
tury was drawing women out of the domestic sphere and into the paid
workforce, Marx argued: 
However terrible and disgusting the dissolution of the old family ties
within the capitalist system may appear, large-scale industry, by
assigning an important part in socially organized processes of produc-
tion, outside the sphere of the
domestic economy, to women,
young persons and children of both
sexes, does nevertheless create a
new economic foundation for a high-
er form of the family and relations
between the sexes...[T]he fact that
the collective working group is com-
posed of individuals of both sexes
and all ages must under the appro-
priate conditions turn into a source
of humane development, although in
its spontaneously developed, brutal,
capitalist form, the system works in
the opposite direction, and becomes
a pestiferous source of corruption
and slavery, since here the worker
exists for the process of production, and not the process of production
for the worker.12 

Women’s oppression cannot be seen as something separate or parallel
to capitalism—capitalism depends upon the “private” family, on
women’s roles as housewives and mothers for its survival. As a more
contemporary Marxist analysis of women’s oppression lays out: 
Marxists argue that under capitalism, women’s oppression is rooted in
“privatized reproduction,” or, in women’s role within the nuclear family.
In the private family, birthing, child-rearing, and food preparation take
place as a  “service” to capitalism. 

“Privatized reproduction” within the nuclear family consists of bearing
and raising the next generation of workers for capitalism, and of
preparing present-day workers to “reproduce” 
their labor each day. This function of the family has become essential
to the existence of capitalism, as a cheap means of maintaining the

labor force.13 

Because capitalism knows two tendencies—dependence upon
women’s unpaid labor in the home and the exploitation of women in
the paid labor force—it forces women to bear a double burden of
work at home and on the job. Nevertheless, Marx’s insight remains
valid today: the starting point for women’s emancipation is their entry
into paid labor—a change which breaks women out of their isolation
in the home and gives working-class women the collective strength
and confidence—alongside the men of their class—to fight for their 
rights as both women and workers. 

Moreover, the wealth and means of production created by capitalism
can be used, if collectively seized and placed under workers’ control,
to socialize household functions such as cooking, cleaning and child-
care in order to liberate women completely. In his draft for the
Communist Manifesto, Engels wrote: 
It [communist society] will transform the relations between the sexes
into a purely private matter which concerns only the persons involved
and into which society has no occasion to intervene. It can do this

since it does away with private prop-
erty and educates children on a
communal basis, and in this way
removes the two bases of traditional
marriage, the dependence, rooted in
private property, of the woman on
the man and of the children on the
parents.14 

Many years later, the Russian revolu-
tionary Leon Trotsky echoed a simi-
lar theme: 
The problem of women’s emancipa-
tion, both material and spiritual, is
closely tied to that of the transfor-
mation of family life. It is necessary
to remove the bars from those con-

fining and suffocating cages into which the present family structure
drives women, turning her into a slave, if not a beast of burden. This
can be accomplished only through the organization of communal meth-
ods of feeding and child-rearing.15 

Who benefits from oppression? 
What most theories of oppression have in common is the idea that
working-class unity is impossible because each group benefits from
the oppression of some other group. It is now unquestioningly accept-
ed among feminist academics and many activists, for example, that
women’s oppression stems from “patriarchy,” loosely defined as a sys-
tem (more or less independent of time and place) whereby all men
benefit by keeping all women down. To cite just one recent example
from a recent anthology on feminist theory and politics: “The first
theme is that women as a social group are oppressed by men as a
social group and that this is the primary oppression for women.
Patriarchy is the oppressing structure of male domination.”16
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The starting point for women’s 
emancipation is their entry into paid
labor—a change which breaks women
out of their isolation in the home and

gives working-class women the 
collective strength and confidence—
alongside the men of their class—to
fight for their rights as both women

and workers. 



Likewise, Black nationalists and academics influenced by “identity” pol-
itics tend to view racism as a system where all whites benefit from the
oppression of Blacks. The same anthology cited above quotes two
Latina feminists: “Racism is societal and institutional. It implies power
to implement racist ideology. Women of color do not have such power,
but white women are born with it and the greater their economic privi-
lege, the greater their power.”17

If class is talked about at all, it is “classism,” that is, how the better-off
sections of the oppressed (say, middle-class and rich women) need to
learn how to be less elitist so that they can unite in solidarity with their
poorer oppressed sisters and brothers. Class is not viewed as a fun-
damental divide in society, whereby a tiny minority exploit for profit the
labor of the majority, but simply as something oppressed groups
should recognize in order to overcome any friction inside the move-
ment or organization. 

But while it is true that individual workers may hold sexist or racist
ideas, it is not at all true that workers benefit from it, even if they think
that they do. In fact, when one part of
the working class is kept down, it helps
the bosses to keep the entire class
down. Rather than benefiting from
oppression, all workers are hurt by it.

Those who argue that male workers
have “power” over women, or that
white workers have “power” over Black
people, have no idea what real power
is. In their focus on some particular
group oppression, they think that
another group has “power.” That is a
moral conception of power. The ruling
class has the real power—through its
control of production, of resources, of
the means of destruction and of the means of disseminating ideas. It
uses that power to maintain its ability to exploit and make profits
unhindered. Workers’ power—that is, their ability to change their cir-
cumstances and challenge the system—comes from their collective
organization and the confidence they draw from it. Atomized and sep-
arate, encouraged to go for each other’s throats, workers are power-
less. So when a male worker abuses his wife, he is acting not out of
power, but out of powerlessness, out of weakness. And when a white
worker acts in a racist manner toward a Black worker, the white work-
er is not expressing their own power, but the power of the system over
them. In defeat, workers are most susceptible to the prevailing ruling-
class ideas—racist, anti-immigrant, anti-woman, homophobic, and so
on. In periods of large-scale collective struggle, workers find in class
solidarity and hatred of all oppression the basis of their real collective
power. 

The bosses consciously foster divisions among workers in order to
weaken and defeat their struggles for better conditions. This is openly

evident in the written instructions to a detective firm on how to help
break the 1919 steel strike in Pittsburgh: 
We want you to stir up as much bad feeling as you possibly can
between the Serbians and the Italians. Spread data among the
Serbians that the Italians are going back to work. Call up every ques-
tion you can in reference to racial hatred between these two nationali-
ties; make them realize to the fullest extent that far better results
would be accomplished if they will go back to work. Urge them to go
back to work or the Italians will get their jobs.18

The very conditions of capitalist exploitation and competition also help
to foster divisions among workers. As Sharon Smith points out: 
While capitalism propels workers toward collective forms of struggle, it
also forces them into competition. The unremitting pressure from a
layer of unemployed workers, which exists in most economies even in
times of ‘full employment,’ is a deterrent to struggle—a constant
reminder that workers compete for limited jobs which afford a decent
standard of living. 

Without the counterweight of the class
struggle this competition can act as an
obstacle to the development of class
consciousness, and encourage the
growth of what Marx called ‘false con-
sciousness’—part of which is the ideas
which scapegoat other sections of socie-
ty. The growth of such ideas divides
workers, and impedes their ability to
focus on the real enemy.19 

By oppressing a section of the working
class on the basis of its sex, race, sexu-
al orientation, language or national ori-
gin and driving those workers’ condi-
tions of existence down, capitalism is
able to drive the conditions of all work-

ers down. A white worker may perceive that their conditions of work
and pay are better because of the lower pay received by Black work-
ers. The reality, however, is that the bosses use the conditions of the
lowest paid workers to drive the conditions of all workers down. The
worse the pay and conditions of the most oppressed workers, the
more the bosses can lower the pay of all workers. Conversely, when
the conditions of the most oppressed sections of the working class are
improved, the conditions of all workers improve. This explains why in
the South, where rampant racism has been used to divide workers
and keep unionization rates extremely low, the pay of white workers,
though better than that of their Black counterparts in the region, is
historically lower than the pay of Black workers in the North.20

Clinton’s gutting of welfare disproportionately hurts Black people
because Blacks are disproportionately poor. However, a majority of
people on welfare is white, as are the majority of poor people.
Politicians used racial stereotyping in order to whip up anti-welfare
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sentiment—in order to attack both poor Blacks and poor whites. This
attack has repercussions for all workers, who will not only suffer from
less access to social aid in times of economic distress, but who will
also face employers’ attempts to use the cheap labor of former wel-
fare recipients to drive employees’ conditions down. 

Likewise, some male workers may perceive that they benefit from
women’s oppression—they don’t have to do as much housework, for
example. But the relative advantage a man gets from this setup does-
n’t compare either to the benefit capitalism receives from women’s
unpaid labor in the home, or to the gain for both working-class men
and women if the conditions of women’s double burden were lifted.
Male workers suffer from the fact that women’s wages are still on
average lower than theirs—both because it drives down the wages of
all workers, and because it lowers the financial resources of working-
class families. The prime beneficiary of women’s role in the privatized
family is the capitalist class, who does not have to pay for taking care
of today’s and tomorrow’s generation of workers. 

Even in instances where men and women do equally share housework,
workers are still stuck in private households, forced to carry a difficult
burden that allows no leisure time. One could only laugh at a man who
proclaimed his pleasure at the fact that his wife was treated as a sex
object at work, could not afford an abortion, could not take paid
maternity leave, had trouble finding quality affordable childcare or
received low wages. 

It is true that oppression—such as racism or sexism—affects all
classes in society. But the character and intensity of the oppression is
very much shaped by the class you come from. An unemployed white
autoworker in Flint, Michigan, for example, is far more oppressed than
Gen. Colin Powell (if indeed he is oppressed at all), who is part of the
American ruling class. Moreover, a Black autoworker in Flint, Michigan,
shares much more in common, in terms of social status, living and
working conditions, with a white autoworker than he does with Colin
Powell or a Black businessman. More than that, Colin Powell actually
benefits from the existing social order. Therefore, whatever Colin
Powell’s personal views on discrimination or racism, he has a stake in
a system that depends upon discrimination 
and racism. 

Likewise, there is a wide gulf between the oppression experienced by a
wealthy woman who can afford maids, cooks and nannies, and the
woman who works for her as a maid or a nanny. They stand apart
from each other across a yawning class divide. The wealthy woman
has no need to fight for all of the things that would free working
women from their oppressed condition—such as free and available
abortion (and other health care), equal pay, childcare, and so on—
because she can pay for these services and hire working-class women
to perform these tasks. In fact, complete liberation for all women hurts
the interests of her own class, which depends upon women’s unpaid
labor in the home, the low pay of immigrant workers who tend their
lawns, cook their food and work in their factories, fields and hospitals. 

Building women’s “unity” means, in practice, subordinating the inter-
ests of working-class women to bourgeois and middle- class women.
“The sisterhood of woman,” wrote the socialist Elizabeth Gurley Flynn
in 1915, “like the brotherhood of man, is a hollow sham to labor.
Behind all its smug hypocrisy and sickly sentimentality loom the sinis-
ter outlines of the class war.”21 

Rejection of revolution 
But the class war is just what many on the left have rejected. The
same sections of the left who have rejected Marxism and accepted
some form of identity politics have also, since the collapse of Stalinism
and the much-touted “triumph” of free-market capitalism, completely
rejected the idea that society can be fundamentally transformed. This
can be seen even in the case of left-wing writers who consider them-
selves socialists. Manning Marable, for example, wrote in the February
1993 issue of the Progressive: 
We must accept and acknowledge the reality that, for the fore- seeable
future, the essential debate will not be about “capitalism versus social-
ism” but about the character and content of the capitalist social
order...This means advancing a politics of radical, multicultural democ-
racy, not socialism. It means, in the short run, that tactical electoral
alliances with centrists like Clinton, within the Democratic Party, are
absolutely necessary if we are to push back the aggressive, reac-
tionary agenda of the far right. 

Urvashi Vaid, director of the Policy Institute of the National Gay and
Lesbian Task Force (NGLTF), is quoted in a recent South End Press
book, ironically titled Talking About a Revolution: 
For many years, I thought that we would have a revolution that would
overthrow existing structures and replace them with the new thing. I
don’t believe that now, and I haven’t for a long time... 

But I really believe that we can make capitalism more responsive,
accountable, environmentally sound. We can make it fairer, non-dis-
criminatory. We can take the benefits of the economic system and
spread them out, so they can benefit more people rather than the five
owners of everything...This is a pragmatic formulation.”22 

Even when unity between different oppressed groups is discussed, the
basis of unity is not class, but only some vague sense that oppressed
groups cannot achieve their liberation alone. The result is pro-
Democratic Party reformism, represented by the quotations above,
combined with an argument for cross-class unity. Vaid argues, 
I really value identity...And yet, I very much believe I can link up and
find common ground with a heterosexual mother who lives in the sub-
urbs. I think I can link up and find common ground with a straight
white businessman who’s working in a big corporation. I really believe
that.”23

The working class is completely absent from this equation. It is ironic
that, in this view, workers cannot unite across racial and sexual lines,
yet Vaid (a nonwhite lesbian) thinks nothing of proclaiming her ability
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to unite with a “straight white business- man.” The middle class can
unite, workers cannot. 

Marable at least recognizes that there has been a growing class polar-
ization among Blacks in the U.S.: 
Despite the legal and political gains African-Americans have achieved,
and despite the growth of a Black middle class, the reality is that the
basic conditions for the vast majority of Black people—and youth
especially—have become strikingly worse in the past 15 years.”24 

Marable also points out that the number of Black political officials in
office has risen dramatically since the 1965, from 100 to more than
8,000, at the very same time that conditions for the majority of Blacks
have worsened. 

But Marable doesn’t use these facts to challenge the idea of an undif-
ferentiated “Black community,” or to explain that class interest pits
poor and working-class Blacks against middle-class and rich Blacks.
Instead he argues: “If the Black Community is going to move forward
into the next century, we must take aggressive steps, and quickly, to
bridge this generation gap.”25 By describing what is a growing class
gap as simply a generational difference, Marable is then able to argue
for all Blacks to unite. 

Instead of linking the struggle of ordinary Black people against racism
and exploitation with the struggle of other workers who face inequality
and exploitation, Marable calls for a new fight for “Black empower-
ment” that unites Blacks across the class divide. “We must also search
for common ground—the basic unity of interests that bring together
people of different backgrounds, genders, sexual orientations, lan-
guages and social classes to advance the ideals of democracy.”26

The Polish-born German revolutionary Rosa Luxemburg answered
Marable well a century ago in her polemic against reformism. The
bourgeoisie, she argues, has long ago abandoned any commitment to
real democracy out of fear of any struggle from below : 
We must conclude that the socialist movement is not bound to bour-
geois democracy, but that the fate of democracy is bound with the
socialist movement. We must conclude from this that democracy does
not acquire greater chances of life in the mea- sure that the working
class renounces the struggle for its emancipation, but that on the con-
trary, democracy acquires greater chances of survival as the socialist
movement becomes sufficiently strong to struggle against the bour-
geois desertion of democracy. He who would strengthen democracy
should want to strengthen and not weaken the socialist movement. He
who renounces the struggle for socialism renounces both the labor
movement and democracy.27 

Centrality of the working class 
The working-class struggle cannot be successful unless workers are
able to throw off the yoke of oppression that divides them. That is why,
as a class, workers not only do not benefit from oppression, but also
have a common class interest in fighting oppression. Capitalism would

have no need for dividing workers if there were not another dynamic
at work—the tendency for capitalism to compel workers to collectively
fight back against the various aspects of their oppression and
exploitation. Writes Hal Draper, using a quotation from Marx: 
Capital “assembles the bourgeois and the proletarians in large cities,
in which industry can be carried on most profitably, and by this herd-
ing together of great masses in one spot makes the proletariat con-
scious of their power”... 

...The interests of workers, as a group organized by capital,
lead them to struggle. 

To engage in class struggle it is not necessary to “believe in” the class
struggle any more than it is necessary to believe in Newton in order to
fall from an airplane. The working class moves toward class struggle
insofar as capitalism fails to satisfy its economic and social needs and
aspirations...There is no evidence that workers like to struggle any
more than anyone else; the evidence is that capitalism compels and
accustoms them to do so. [Draper’s italics]28 

It is in the course of struggle that the ideas used to divide workers
begin to break down, and workers see in practice who the real enemy
is. But be- cause capitalism both divides and unites workers, it is nec-
essary to build an organization—a revolutionary socialist party—that
brings together the most class-conscious workers and fights to link
every small battle against exploitation and oppression in the system
with the struggle to overthrow the system as a whole. Writes Tony Cliff: 
For any oppressed group to fight back there is need for hope. And
that is to be found, not in the isolation of oppression—the housewife
trapped in the home, the gay in the closet, the Jews in the ghetto—
but in the collective strength of the working class. For Marxists the
notion that the working class, by liberating itself, will liberate the whole
of humanity, is central. Which is why the revolutionary socialist party
must support struggles against all forms of oppression, not only of the
working class but of any downtrodden section of society.29 

Lenin argued that working-class consciousness could not be consid-
ered full class consciousness until workers were trained to combat all
forms of oppression: 
Working-class consciousness cannot be genuine political conscious-
ness unless the workers are trained to respond to all cases of tyranny,
oppression, violence, and abuse, no matter what class is affected... 

Socialists should conduct propaganda that exposes the horrors and
abuses of the system, so that the most backward worker will under-
stand, or will feel, that the students and religious sects, the peasants
and the authors are being abused and outraged by those same dark
forces that are oppressing and crushing him at every step of his life.
Feeling that, he himself will be filled with an irresistible desire to react,
and he will know how to hoot the censors one day, on another day to
demonstrate outside the house of a governor who has brutally sup-
pressed a peasant uprising, on still another day to teach a lesson to
the gendarmes in surplices who are doing the work of the holy inquisi-
tion.30 
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There has long been a false dichotomy posed on the left: either you
choose to focus on class questions, to the detriment of issues of
oppression; or you focus on fighting oppression. In reality, the only
way to effectively challenge oppression and ultimately to destroy it is
to link the two together. Where oppression and class intersect, it is
only the working class who has an interest in sweeping away all forms
of oppression and exploitation, that is, to stand for the complete liber-
ation of the oppressed. 

The need for revolution 
Revolutions are festivals of the oppressed and the exploited. At no
other times are the masses of the people in a position to come for-
ward so actively as the creators of a new social order. 

Lenin31 

What all of the critics of genuine Marxism have in common is the idea
that somehow oppression can be ended without ending capitalism.
This is essentially the standpoint of middle-class and bourgeois radi-
calism. Bourgeois as well as middleclass sections of the oppressed
always seek to limit the scope of the struggle, to keep it within the
bounds acceptable to their class. Their cries for “unity of the
oppressed” are ultimately calls for the workingclass sections of the
oppressed to not “break ranks” by asking for too much. The middle
class—professionals, managers, engineers, and so on—seeks merely
to improve their status within the framework of the existing system. As
Rosa Luxemburg put it, “Instead of taking a stand for the establish-
ment of a new society they take a stand for surface modification of the
old society.”32 

There have been some improvements over the last few decades for
middle-class Blacks, Latinos and women—gains that have been par-
tially eroded, but not eliminated. As the class divide has widened, mid-
dle-class women and Blacks have moved rightward along with the
Clinton Democrats, offering not the slightest challenge to Clinton’s roll-
back of welfare spending and the increasing brutalization of young,
predominantly poor Black and Latino men in the criminal justice sys-
tem. For the majority of working-class and poor people, conditions
have worsened. Real liberation must be linked to a class struggle for
better pay, housing, education, more jobs, more social spending,
against police brutality and so on. And those struggles must be linked
to a fight to destroy the system that feeds on oppression. A revolution
in the U.S. would fuse together struggles against police brutality and
the criminal injustice system, struggles of women for equal pay, strug-
gles against immigrant- and gay-bashing, and so on, with the struggle
of ordinary workers to seize the reigns of production. 

At the heart of any real revolution is the transformation of the eco-
nomic relations in society—the socialization of the means of produc-
tion by the working class in order to produce for human need. But that
doesn’t mean at all that revolution consists simply of a change in the
economic relations of society. Revolution is about a total transforma-
tion of all aspects of society. “The history of a revolution,” wrote Leon
Trotsky in his masterful History of the Russian Revolution, “is for us

first of all a history of the forcible entrance of the masses into the
realm of the rulership over their own destiny.”33Revolutions bring for- 
ward all the downtrodden, the oppressed and the mistreated. They
awaken what is best in humanity, that collective spirit of solidarity in
which all forms of oppression are laid bare and challenged openly. 

This happened in the Russian Revolution of 1917. At the heart of the
1917 October Revolution was the seizure of the factories by the work-
ers and the seizure of the land by the peasants. But the revolution did
far more than that. Oppressed nationalities were offered the right to
secede from Russia. Homosexuality was legalized. Divorce was made
free and easily available to either party, and Soviet Russia became the
first country to grant women the right to vote. More importantly,
efforts were made to establish the means by which women could be
freed from household slavery and dependence in the husband: access
to jobs and education and to communal kitchens, laundries and child-
care services. The Bolsheviks created a special “Women’s
Department,” which sought to draw millions of women into active
social life, combat illiteracy and challenge men’s resistance, especially
in the countryside, to women’s free-dom. 

And in a country where anti-Jewish pogroms had recently been com-
monplace, Jews rose to positions of leadership in the revolutionary
government. Kamenev and Zinoviev, both Jews, were prominent lead-
ers in the new government. Trotsky, a Jew, became first commissar of
foreign affairs, and then, months later when the revolution was under
attack, he became commander of the Red Army, which beat back
attacks from 14 different armies. 

Isolated and economically backward, the Russian Revolution ultimately
failed. But though socialism could not be achieved in Russia, the revo-
lution remains the highest achievement of humanity in this century,
showing us all the way to fight for and build a society free from all
oppression and misery. The Russian revolution gave us a glimpse of
what a society run by workers would mean—for all the oppressed. 
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For many people coming to radical politics–Blacks and whites
alike–hatred of racism and a desire to get rid of it is a huge motivat-
ing factor. This is in contrast to some of the common assumptions
about where racism comes from. 

The first is that racism is part of human nature–that it’s always existed
and always will. The second is the liberal idea of racism–that it comes
from people’s bad ideas, and that if we could change these ideas, we
could get rid of it. 

Both assumptions are wrong. Racism isn’t just an ideology but is an
institution. And its origins don’t lie in bad ideas or in human nature.
Rather, racism originated with capitalism and the slave trade. As the
Marxist writer CLR James put it, "The conception of dividing people by
race begins with the slave trade. This thing was so shocking, so
opposed to all the conceptions of society which religion and philoso-
phers had…that the only justification by which humanity could face it
was to divide people into races and decide that the Africans were an
inferior race." 

History proves this point. Prior to the advent of capitalism, racism as a
systematic form of oppression did not exist. For example, ancient
Greek and Roman societies had no concept of race or racial oppres-
sion. 

These weren’t liberated societies. They were built on the backs of
slaves. And these societies created an ideology to justify slavery. As
the Greek philosopher Aristotle put it in his book Politics, "Some men
are by nature free, and others slaves, and that for these latter, slavery
is both expedient and right." 

However, because slavery in ancient Greece and Rome was not racially
based, these societies had no corresponding ideology of racial inferi-
ority or oppression. In fact, Egyptian, Greek, Roman and Early Christian
societies had a favorable image of Blacks and of African societies. 

Septemus Severenus, an emperor of Rome, was African and almost
certainly Black. "The ancients did accept the institution of slavery as a
fact of life; they made ethnocentric judgments of other societies; they
had narcissistic canons of physical beauty," writes Howard University
professor Frank Snowden in his book Before Color Prejudice. "Yet
nothing comparable to the virulent color prejudice of modern time
existed in the ancient world. This is the view of most scholars who
have examined the evidence." 

Racism originated with the modern slave trade. Just as the slavehold-
ers of ancient Greece and Rome created an ideology that their barbar-
ic slave system was "natural," so did the modern slave-owning class. 

The Roots of Racism 
By Alex Taylor
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There was one important difference. According to them, slavery was
"natural" because of race. Africans were not human beings, and there-
fore, they were born to be slaves. As historian Eric Williams writes in
his book Capitalism and Slavery, "Slavery was not born of racism;
rather, racism was the consequence of slavery." 

Again, history bears this out. If racism had existed prior to the slave
trade, then Africans would have been the first group of people to be
enslaved. But, in the early years of colonial America, slavery was not
racially based. Initially, the colonists attempted to enslave Native
Americans. They also imported thousands of white indentured ser-
vants. White servants were treated like slaves. They were bought, sold,
put up as stakes in card games and raped, beaten and killed with
impunity. 

Not only was servitude a multiracial institution in the early years of
colonial America, there was also a surprising degree of equality
between Blacks and whites. For example, in 17th century Virginia,
Blacks were able to file lawsuits, testify in court against whites, bear
arms and own property, including servants and slaves. In other words,
17th century Blacks in Virginia had more rights than Blacks in the Jim
Crow South during the 20th century. 

Colonial records from 17th century Virginia
reveal that one African slave named Frances
Payne bought his freedom by earning
enough money to buy three white servants
to replace him. Such events prove the point
that institutional racism did not exist in the
early years of slavery–but was created later. 

Over time, the slaveholding class gradually
came to the conclusion that racism was in its
interest and that it must be deeply embedded in all of society’s institu-
tions. 

There were several reasons for this conclusion. First, indentured
servitude was no longer sufficient to meet the demand for labor as
industry developed in Britain and put new demands on the colonial
economy. Also, by the middle of the 17th century, African slaves began
to live longer than five to seven years–the standard period for inden-
tured servitude. Put in the cold terms of economic reality, slavery
became more profitable than indentured servitude. Finally, Africans,
whose children could also be enslaved, were more easily segregated
and oppressed than servants or Native Americans. 

As Williams summarized this process: "Here then, is the origin of
Negro slavery. The reason was economic, not racial; it had to do not
with the color of the laborer, but the cheapness of the labor…This
was not a theory, it was a practical conclusion deduced from the per-
sonal experience of the planter. He would have gone to the moon, if
necessary, for labor. Africa was nearer than the moon." 

But the most important reason that the planter class created a racially
based slave system was not economic, but politica–the age-old strate-
gy of divide and rule. 

The "slaveocracy" was a tiny, extremely wealthy minority surrounded by
thousands of people whom it had enslaved, exploited or conquered. Its
greatest fear was that slaves and servants would unite against it–and
this fear was legitimate. 

For example, Bacon’s Rebellion of 1676 began as a protest against
Virginia’s policy against Native Americans, but turned into an armed
multiracial rebellion against the ruling elite. An army of several hun-
dred farmers, servants and slaves demanding freedom and the lifting
of taxes sacked Jamestown and forced the governor of Virginia to flee.
One thousand soldiers were sent from England to put it down. The
rebel army held out for eight months before it was defeated. 

Bacon’s Rebellion was a turning point. It made clear to the planters
that for their class to survive, they would have to divide the people
that they ruled–on the basis of race. Abolitionist and ex-slave
Frederick Douglass put it this way: "The slaveholders…by encourag-

ing the enmity of the poor, laboring white
man against the Blacks, succeeded in making
the said white man almost as much a slave as
the Black himself…Both are plundered, and
by the same plunderers." Or, as Douglass
also said, "They divided both to conquer
each." 

Over time, the institution of racism became
firmly established--both as a means of legit-
imizing slavery, but also as a means of divid-
ing poor people against one other. While the

Civil War smashed the planters’ slave system, it did not end the institu-
tion of racism. The reason for this is that racism had further uses for
capitalism. 

Similar to the slave societies of antiquity and of the early U.S., under
capitalism today, a small, wealthy minority exploits and oppresses the
immense majority of people. Racism is the main division among work-
ers today, and it provides a convenient scapegoat for problems creat-
ed by the system. But ordinary people–regardless of their race–don’t
benefit from racism. 

It’s no coincidence that the historical periods in which workers as a
whole have made the greatest gains–such as the 1930s and the
1960s–have coincided with great battles against racism. 

Capitalism created racism and can’t function without it. The way to end
racism once and for all is to win a socialist society–in which the first
priority is abolishing all traces of exploitation and racism.

"Slavery was not born of
racism; rather, racism was

the consequence of slavery." 
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An Issue of Life and Death...For
Women Abortion is Every Woman's Right By Sharon Smith

The right to choose is just one aspect of a much larger issue of repro-
ductive rights–women’s right to control their own bodies and repro-
ductive lives. Although in recent decades the battle has centered
around the right to abortion, this includes more than the right to ter-
minate an unwanted pregnancy–but also the right to have children in
the face of racist sterilization programs that targeted African
Americans, Native Americans and disabled people in the U.S. through-
out much of the 20th century. 

Latinos were often obliged to sign consent forms in English instead of
Spanish, and were frequently sterilized without their knowledge. By
1968, one-third of all women in Puerto Rico–still a U.S. colony–were
permanently sterilized. Today, racist sterilization programs continue to
target Black and Brown women and men in poor countries around the
world in the name of "population control." 

Reproductive freedom is also about abortion rights for poor women.
Even when abortion is illegal, wealthy women have–and have always
had–the money and private doctors to obtain abortions, while poor
women face the choice of carrying an unwanted pregnancy to term or
risking their lives with unsafe, illegal abortions. 

Large numbers of poor and working-class women die when abortion is
illegal. According to the World Health Organization, 78,000 women
around the world die from unsafe abortions every year. 

And in the U.S., before abortion was made legal in 1973, large num-
bers of women died from complications from abortion. In New York
City, Black women made up 50 percent of all women who died after an
illegal abortion, while Puerto Rican women were 44 percent. 

Since the 1970s, many of the same states that denied Medicaid fund-
ing for poor women’s abortions have been perfectly willing to sterilize
them, free of charge. These are the reasons why reproductive
rights–the right to choose whether and when to have children–is not
just a women’s issue. It is also a class issue, a racial issue and an
issue of global justice. 

Crusade of the bigots 
Right-wing organizations with names such as the Moral Majority are
neither morally superior, nor are they anywhere near the majority. They
represent an extremely well-funded minority–with "friends" in high
places, like Congress and the White House. 

To be sure, these right-wingers–including George W. Bush–couch their
opposition to abortion with pious phrases praising "the sanctity of life"

and the "sanctity of marriage." But they are hypocrites. Newt Gingrich,
for example–a leading spokesperson for "the sanctity of marriage"-is
now on his third. 

Their crusade is political, not moral. Morality is personal. Those who
oppose abortion should be able to follow their own consciences–and
at the same time allow other people to follow theirs. 

No one in the pro-choice movement has ever suggested that anyone
personally opposed to abortion should be forced to have one. Yet the
goal of the anti-abortion crusade is to impose–by law–a very conser-
vative set of moral values on the rest of the population. 

The rise of the Christian Right 
The Chistian Right has its origins in the New Right of the 1980s, which
did not even pretend it was religiously motivated. The agenda of the
New Right should dispel any myth that it believed in the sanctity of
human life. Its agenda included support for the death penalty, support
for nuclear weapons and massive cuts in social spending for the poor. 

Right-wing Rep. Bob Dornan (R-Calif.) even sponsored the Human Life
Amendment–which would have banned abortion under all circum-
stances, without exceptions for rape and incest victims, or even if the
woman would die if she gave birth. So much for respecting human life. 

The New Right was formed to oppose all the gains made by the social
movements of the 1960s-not just the women’s movement, but the
Black Power and gay liberation movements. The New Right in the
1980s brought together Protestant fundamentalists with old-time seg-
regationists. 

It is no coincidence that at (now deceased) Strom Thurmond’s
December 9, 2002 birthday celebration, Trent Lott–who fights daily to
carry out the Christian Right’s agenda in Congress–praised
Thurmond’s 1948 presidential campaign, whose centerpiece was
opposition to integration. "We’re proud of it," Lott said. "And if the rest
of the country had followed our lead, we wouldn't have had all these
problems over all these years either." 

The New Right’s–and now the Christian Right’s–opposition to abortion
has its origins in this context. These right-wingers oppose all aspects
of women’s rights, and believe that the growing numbers of women in
the workforce–along with abortion–are undermining the "traditional"
nuclear family. 

It could reasonably be argued that the "traditional family" ideal–the
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breadwinning husband and the stay-at-home Mom–never actually
existed, since many working-class women have always worked outside
the home. But this ideal–of the "Ozzie and Harriet" and "Leave it to
Beaver" variety–was a centerpiece of the reactionary era of the
1950s. And that is exactly the era to which the forces of the Christian
Right want to return. 

In the 1980s, the hallmark of the New Right was not merely opposition
to abortion, but also to the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) that would
have established women’s constitutional equality with men. Phyllis
Schlafly’s Stop ERA organization campaigned as ardently against the
ERA as the National Right to Life campaigned against abortion. 

In the 1990s, the Christian Right supported Bill Clinton’s so-called wel-
fare "reform" that threw millions of poor families, women and children
into deeper poverty, and pushed for teen abstinence programs. Today,
the Christian Right is not only behind Bush’s support for a gay mar-
riage ban and his attacks on abortion, but also his $1.5 billion pro-
gram to promote marriage in poor Black areas–where it believes the
traditional family is most threatened by
single motherhood. 

Whose family? Whose values? 
It is worth asking why the Christian Right
is so attached to this rigid ideal of the tra-
ditional family when only 9 percent of all
U.S. families fit this model. Why can’t their
idea of "family values" change to reflect
the real changes in people’s lives? 

The vast majority of women today are in
the workforce, and half of all marriages
end in divorce. And the demand for gay
marriage is a result of the fact that many
same-sex couples are choosing to live
together and raise families. 

The Christian Right can’t adapt to these changes because the ruling
class relies on the heterosexual nuclear family–not as a "moral" insti-
tution, but an economic unit that is central to capitalism. And while
politicians such as Bush and Lott act as spokesmen for the Christian
Right, Democrats Bill Clinton and John Kerry also tout "family values." 

It was no accident that Bill Clinton signed the 1996 Defense of
Marriage Act and promoted teen abstinence as president. He was
attempting to appease the Christian Right. Republicans and Democrats
alike represent corporate interests–and uphold the nuclear family as
an institution that is central to capitalist society. 

Preserving the institution of the nuclear family–and, most importantly,
women’s unpaid labor within it--is of material benefit to the system.

Whether they work outside the home or not, inside the family, women
perform labor–housework, cooking, laundry and child care–that is free
of charge, and therefore invaluable to the continued existence of the
capitalist system. 

The dead end of electoralism 
Turning back the clock is the political program of the Christian Right.
States across the U.S. have passed hundreds of laws curtailing
women’s right to choose–imposing 24-hour waiting periods, requiring
teenagers to obtain the consent of their parents even in abusive fami-
lies and refusing state funding for poor women’s abortions even if they
have cancer or diabetes. 

In November, the attack on abortion reached the federal level, when
Congress passed a ban on the intact dilation and extraction abortion
procedure (which right-wingers deliberately mislabeled as "partial-
birth abortion")–without so much as a clause to protect the health of
the pregnant woman. And the Senate’s March 25 passage of the
Unborn Victims of Violence Act makes it a second crime to harm the

fetus of a pregnant woman. 

But we have to ask the question: How
has the Christian Right been so success-
ful at shifting the political climate? The
answer is simple--the anti-abortion cru-
sade has relentlessly pursued an activist
strategy that promotes the false impres-
sion that women choose abortion for
"frivolous reasons," and "selfishly" delay
abortions for the sake of convenience. 

But if the Christian Right has been cam-
paigning relentlessly to undermine the
right to choose-rallying by the thousands
and protesting outside abortion

clinics–the same can’t be said for the pro-choice movement. Instead of
mounting an unapologetic defense of women’s right to control their
own bodies, pro-choice leaders have increasingly spent the bulk of
their time and money campaigning for pro-choice Democrats. 

Yet in November, 63 House Democrats and 11 Senate Democrats
–many of them "pro-choice"-voted in favor of the misnamed "partial
birth" ban. And in March, 47 House Democrats joined forces with
Republicans in voting for the Unborn Victims of Violence Act. These
results demonstrate the bankruptcy of the pro-choice movement’s
electoral strategy. 

We also need to ask why the pro-choice movement didn’t hold Clinton
accountable when he broke his campaign promise to pass a Freedom
of Choice Act–and when he threw poor women off welfare. Clinton
voiced no disapproval as right-wing lawmakers passed state laws

We need activism to build the
kind of movement that can link

the right to choose with full
reproductive rights for all
women. This can become a

movement that will settle for
nothing less than full equality.
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across the country mandating parental consent or notification, and a
host of other restrictions on women’s right to choose. 

During Clinton’s first term as president, Congress had the most anti-
choice voting record in its history. Yet Clinton’s only attention to the
abortion issue in his second term was to promote sexual abstinence
among teens to lower the country’s abortion rate. Clinton’s presidency
showed why politicians can’t be relied on to defend abortion rights–no
matter what their campaign rhetoric. 

What kind of movement? 
If the electoral strategy has been a failure, what kind of movement is
needed to turn things around? The grassroots movement for gay mar-
riage is showing the way forward. 

In recent months, thousands of gay rights activists around the country
have resurrected the strategies of the civil rights movement and
refused to take "no" for an answer when demanding marriage licenses.
Suddenly, the right to same-sex marriage–which seemed impossible
just a few months ago--is within reach. 

That is how rapidly the political climate can change when a grassroots
movement starts to fight back. We can also learn a lesson from the
women’s movement of the 1960s and ’70s–the movement that won
the right to choose in the first place. 

At the time, Richard Nixon–an anti-abortion right-winger much like
George W. Bush–occupied the White House, and the U.S. Supreme
Court was packed with conservative appointees. Yet the first state to
make abortion legal was California in 1970–when none other than
Ronald Reagan was governor. 

Between 1969 and 1973, tens of thousands of women and men held
hundreds of protests across the U.S., making women’s right to choose
a central demand for the women’s liberation movement–along with
equal pay, child care and an end to discrimination. Today, we need
activism to build the kind of movement that can link the right to choose
with full reproductive rights for all women. This can become a move-
ment that will settle for nothing less than full equality. 

Real people are living lives that are completely out of sync with the so-
called family values of the Christian Right. And one out of every three
women today has an abortion. That means most people know some-
one who has needed one. 

We are the majority, not the Christian Right. The pro-choice movement
should be fighting against everything the Christian Right stands for.
Such a movement–that defends the right to abortion without apology
–will find millions of people on its side. 

"Among the likeliest effects of gay marriage is to take us down the
slope to legalized polygamy," wrote Stanley Kurtz in the conservative
Weekly Standard. Antigay demonstrations have featured prominent
Christian fundamentalists who quote the Old Testament like it was writ-
ten yesterday. 

Using demonstrations, e-mail campaigns and more, Christian Right
forces have mobilized pressure on Republicans who were hesitant to
take a stand for an antigay marriage amendment. But this "family val-
ues" crusade–which hides behind slogans like "Let the People Decide"
in Massachusetts–has a clear ideological agenda: stoking homophobia
and other forms of bigotry. 

This agenda has given confidence to even more dangerous right-wing
forces. In Houston, a grand dragon of the Ku Klux Klan was pho-
tographed with his hood off at a protest against gays seeking mar-

riage licenses. He wore a sign that read: "Gay: Got Aids Yet?" 

By promoting a constitutional ban on gay marriage, George W. Bush
hopes to firm up his Christian Right voting base to reverse his falling
poll ratings. As New York’s Gay City News put it, Bush is "Bashing for
Votes." 

But John Kerry and most Democrats also promote a brand of "family
values." Kerry has emphasized his opposition to gay marriage on the
campaign trail, while supporting gay civil unions to keep gay voters
behind him. 

What’s behind this commitment to so-called family values, shared by
both the Republican and Democratic parties? Clearly, the politicians
don’t practice what they preach. For example, former House Speaker
Newt Gingrich–one of the most self-righteous proponents of the "sanc-

Republicans and Democrats Preach
"Family Values" Hypocrisy 
Behind the Attack on Gay Marriage By David Thurston and Sharon Smith
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tity of marriage"–is now well into his third, after divorcing his first two
wives. 

Politicians’ promotion of "family values" is often couched in pious
phrases, but they have material, not moral, reasons for their crusade.
They are trying to uphold the nuclear family as an institution that is
central to capitalist society. 

From birth, we are all told that the only "normal" way to live is in a
nuclear family: a household with two married parents, one male and
one female, with multiple children. But few households fit that picture
today. 

As author and academic Lisa Duggan put it in The Nation magazine:
"Marriage is less stable and central to the organization of American
life than ever. There are now more unmarried households than mar-
ried ones, and a variety of formal and informal, permanent and tran-
sient...partnership and kinship relationships have displaced any singu-
lar, static model of domestic life." 

This deterioration of the traditional nuclear family has alarmed conser-
vatives, who want to turn back the clock and resurrect the ideal of the
male breadwinner and the woman who sees her main role in life as a
wife and mother. For this reason, Bush has proposed a $1.5 billion
program to promote marriage among the poor. 

Preserving the institution of the nuclear family, particularly among
working-class people, is of material benefit to capitalism. Karl Marx
used the phrase "privatized reproduction" to describe the role of the
family in providing a plentiful supply of cheap labor to capitalists. 

Instead of society taking collective responsibility for feeding and caring
for its members, the burdens of raising children, cooking and house-
work are pushed onto the shoulders of working-class families. At no
cost to business owners, the nuclear family "reproduces labor"–both
in terms of replenishing the current labor force each day, and by rais-
ing children, the future generation of workers, to adulthood. 

Preserving the institution of heterosexual marriage is a crucial part of
maintaining the ideal of the nuclear family as part of the "natural"
human order. Both the women’s and gay liberation movements of the
1960s threatened to undermine the institution of the nuclear family. 

The women’s movement, which won legal abortion and promoted an
Equal Rights Amendment to make women the equals of men in society,
opposed the notion that women have a duty to perform unpaid labor
within the family as their main goal in life. The gay liberation movement
fought to legitimize gay sexuality, directly confronting the idea that
human beings are naturally heterosexual and destined to live in a 
traditional family. 

The New Right, which has since become known as the Christian Right,

rose in response to these movements, using "family values" rhetoric to
assault the gains of the social movements of the 1960s. As a coalition
made up of a variety of organizations–ranging from Rev. Jerry
Falwell's Moral Majority to the National Conservative Caucus–the New
Right’s virulent opposition to abortion rights and women’s liberation
was matched by its hostility to affirmative action and gay rights. 

The New Right launched an ambitious campaign that shifted the politi-
cal climate rightward during the 1980s and 1990s–affecting not only
the Republican Party, but the Democratic Party as well. It was no acci-
dent that Bill Clinton signed the anti-gay Defense of Marriage Act and
promoted teen abstinence while president. He was attempting to
appease the Christian Right. 

The fight for gay marriage has become the focal point for a new dis-
cussion about the role of the family under capitalism. Politicians faced
with the demand for gay marriage today are recycling their tired rheto-
ric about the family. 

Bush’s proposal on marriage education for the poor is typical, blaming
single mothers for "irresponsibly" raising children alone and claiming
that their poor "marriage skills" cause rising poverty and crime. We
should be putting the blame for poverty where it belongs–on the
shoulders of corporations and politicians who have systematically gut-
ted working-class living standards. 

We can win the fight for gay marriage by explaining that this is an issue
of civil rights–and that denying gay marriage is discrimination. We are
better able to make those arguments today because the traditional
model of the nuclear family no longer fits the reality of most working-
class people, straight or gay. 

Socialists are for the full liberation of women and gays. Full sexual
freedom is a precondition for genuine human liberation. The fight for
gay marriage should be linked to the fight for national health care and
abortion rights, against racism–and ultimately, the struggle for social-
ism and a world where human need would be the first priority. 



page          52

&

Consequences of bigotry 

• Only 13 states prohibit employment discrimination based on 
sexual orientation. 

• Thirty-eight states have passed laws specifically banning same-
sex marriage. 

• A national survey by the Gay, Lesbian and Straight Education 
Network found that more than four-fifths of gays, lesbian and 
transgender youths experienced verbal harassment over the 
period of a year; and 42 percent experienced physical 
harassment or violence. 

•  A 1997 Iowa study found that, on average, high school 
students heard 25 antigay remarks a day. 

• As of February 15, 2000, over the previous 12 months, the   
Servicemembers Legal Defense Network documented 968 
incidents of anti-gay harassment, including a murder, assaults, 
death threats and verbal gay bashing--up 142 percent from a 
record 400 violations the preceding year. 

The group also found that reports of military authorities investi
gating service members’ sexuality--supposedly prohibited by the 
military’s "don’t ask, don’t tell" policy--increased 30 percent in 
the same period. The Pentagon discharged people for being gay, 
lesbian or bisexual at a rate of three per day in 1999. 

• A 2002 study estimated that 35 percent of homeless youth were 
gay, lesbian, bisexual or transgender. 

• According to a study released last year by the National Gay and  
Lesbian Task Force Policy Institute, more than one in three gay 
undergraduate students had experienced antigay harassment in 
the past year. Almost a fifth of respondents feared for their 
physical safety, and 51 percent concealed their sexual orienta
tion or gender identity to avoid intimidation. 

• Sixty-four percent of transgender people in San Francisco made 
less than $25,000 a year, more than 40 percent did not have 
health insurance, and one in five didn’t have stable housing, 
according to a study by the Transgender Law Center and 
National Center for Lesbian Rights. 

• Thirty-four percent of gay people have been turned away from 
renting or buying a home because of their sexual orientation--or 
know someone who has experienced this--according to a 2001 
nationwide survey commissioned by the Kaiser Family 
Foundation. Ru
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The ISO stands in the tradition of revolutionary socialism–starting with
Karl Marx, who argued more than 150 years ago that only the working
class can bring about a society of real equality and democracy (social-
ism). Our tradition stresses the importance of the working class
actively, democratically, and self-consciously transforming society to
meet human needs. Democracy is at the heart of Marxism. As Marx
himself said of democracy, "This is the law; all the rest is commentary."

Most people don’t realize it–we are rarely taught this in schools–but
here in the United States, the working class has a long and proud his-
tory of fighting back against exploitation and oppression. From the
movement that demanded an eight-hour day in the late 1800s, to the
sit-down strikes of the 1930s, to the fight against corporate greed
today, workers in the U.S. have shown time and again that they will
organize and struggle for better working conditions and a better
world.

Eugene Debs, the great orator and American socialist, became com-
mitted to socialist ideas through his experiences and the lessons he
drew from leading the Pullman strike in 1894. Debs went on to win
nearly one million votes as the Socialist Party’s candidate for president
in 1912. Likewise, the experiences of the massive strikes that built the
industrial unions in the 1930s turned union activists into socialists,
many of whom joined the Communist Party. And people seeking to
rebuild the genuine socialist tradition out of the radical movements of
the 1960s founded the ISO.

Rather than an alien idea, the class struggle is an ongoing feature of
U.S. society. For the first half of the twentieth century, socialists were
an influential part of the labor movement, and at any given time, tens
of thousands–and sometimes millions–of workers considered them-
selves to be socialists. U.S. workers, contrary to the claim in many his-
tory textbooks, are as combative and potentially radical as are work-
ers anywhere else. The politics of socialism from below seeks to build,
on the basis of this collective experience of struggle–from both the
victories and defeats–a movement that can unite workers to get rid of
capitalism once and for all.

Stalinism
For more than 60 years, socialism was equated with the kind of soci-
eties found in the Soviet Union, China, Cuba, or East Germany and
other former Eastern Bloc countries. In reality, however, these societies
had nothing whatsoever to do with Marxism. They bore a remarkable
resemblance to the capitalist societies they claimed to condemn: para-
sitic and often despotic rulers, an exploited and oppressed working
class that had no real say in the running of society or their own lives,
and military machines used for imperialistic adventures and to smash
workers’ struggle.

To equate these regimes with socialism is to deny everything that
socialism stands for–most centrally that socialism is about human lib-
eration and about building a society based on fulfilling people’s needs
rather than creating profits for a few. Since the late 1920s, this lie,
that socialism already exists in Russia or China or elsewhere, has been
propagated by rulers East and West. In the West, it was useful for our
rulers to point to the horrors of Stalinism in Russia as a way to dis-
credit the socialist alternative. In the East, the so-called communists
used the language of Marxism to cover up their own atrocities and
class interests while pointing at the inequality in the West to discredit
market capitalism.

While these perversions of socialism were convenient for ruling classes
internationally, they were disastrous for the working-class movement
and for the left. Unfortunately, throughout the Cold War, most people
who called themselves socialists around the world also argued that
one or more of these societies was a model of socialism–and held it
up as an example for workers in capitalist countries to emulate or sup-
port. To workers and oppressed people struggling here for better
conditions and more rights, these countries were hardly attractive
alternatives.

Support for these so-called socialist regimes effectively distorted the
meaning of Marxism in the eyes of millions all over the world for sever-
al generations. Moreover, time and again since the late 1920s, those
who claimed to be socialists lined up to defend Communist Party offi-
cials against workers’ struggles: in Hungary in 1956; Czechoslovakia,
1968; Poland, 1981; and Tiannanmen Square, 1989. These are just a
few of the workers’ movements drowned in blood by so-called commu-
nists.

In the United States, this distortion of Marxism meant that at the
height of the Depression-era working-class struggles in 1936—37,
the Communist Party urged workers to back Franklin Delano Roosevelt
and the Democratic Party, not to build an independent working-class
party. By the end of 1937, Roosevelt had betrayed the working class.

The Communist Party was the largest working-class socialist organiza-
tion ever built in the United States, and it could have led the movement
forward. Instead, the Depression-era strike wave ended in a series of
defeats–which were followed by a world war–when it could have ended
in a working-class victory.

How the Russian Revolution was Lost
To understand the rise of Stalinism, it is necessary to understand what
happened to the international socialist movement after the failure of
the Russian Revolution. The years that immediately followed the victory
of the 1917 Russian Revolution were indeed a model for workers all
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over the world. Russian workers provided an example of the power
and creativity that working-class people have to end tyranny and build
socialism democratically. From Budapest to Seattle, workers who were
inspired by the victory in Russia built their own socialist movements.

From the outset, the leaders of the Russian Revolution stressed that if
the revolution remained only within Russian borders, it would be weak.
The Bolshevik Party, which had become the majority party in the work-
ers’ councils and helped to lead the revolution to victory, understood
that spreading the revolution internationally was the only way the rev-
olution would survive. To spread the revolution was not an abstract
wish but a distinct possibility, especially in Germany. In the words of the
Bolshevik leader Lenin, "The absolute truth is that without a revolution
in Germany we shall perish."

While there was a revolutionary upsurge–in Germany, there were actu-
ally three revolutions in the aftermath of the First World War–none of
these movements matched the success of the Bolsheviks in Russia.
This left the Russian workers’ government isolated and besieged by
hostile capitalist countries. Fourteen capitalist governments, including
that of the United States, sent armies to invade Russia to overthrow
the workers’ government. This immersed
Russia for nearly three years, until 1921, in a
civil war.

While the Russian workers’ government won
the civil war, it did so at a tremendous cost.
Russia was left economically devastated, with
industrial production reduced to 18 percent of
its pre-war level. Starvation was rampant in
the countryside, and disease plagued the
cities. The working class itself, which had
made the revolution and served as the basis
of power in the new society, was physically decimated–reduced to 43
percent of its former size. Half of the working class either had been
killed defending the revolution or had fled to the countryside in search
of food.

A workers’ government cannot exist were the working class itself has
been destroyed. And socialism cannot exist in the midst of scarcity on
the scale that Russian society experienced after the civil war. The only
hope for the revolution in Russia was a successful workers’ revolution
in an advanced industrialized country, which could have then come to
Russia’s aid. This hope began to fade as the revolutionary tide ebbed
in Europe by the mid-1920s.

The Communist Party in Russia was left standing like a skeleton
around a working class that had all but ceased to exist. Bureaucrats,
not workers, increasingly staffed the workers’ state. In this context,
Joseph Stalin came to power after Lenin’s death in 1924. Once he had
maneuvered himself firmly into power, Stalin led a bureaucratic coun-
terrevolution against the working class in Russia through a bloody
purge of all those who had helped to lead the Russian working class to

victory in 1917.

Stalin’s consolidation of power marked the beginning of massive indus-
trialization in Russia–the decimation of workers’ councils, the reintro-
duction of one-person management in the workplace, the forced col-
lectivization of agriculture into state-run farms, and forced labor
camps. Millions of people perished in the decade following Stalin’s con-
solidation of power in 1928.

While Stalinism’s victory represented the reintroduction of capitalist
production in Russia in competition with the West, he claimed it was
under the banner of "socialism in one country." This distortion has
haunted the left ever since, with state ownership replacing workers’
power as the defining feature of socialism in the USSR, China, and
Cuba.

Trotsky and the fight against Stalinism
The rise of Stalinism did not take place without a fight. In particular,
Leon Trotsky, the Bolshevik leader of the Red Army, fought the rising
bureaucratic elite and, even after he was exiled by Stalin, kept the rev-
olutionary tradition alive during the darkest days of the Stalinist

purges of the 1930s. For this, Trotsky was
hounded and eventually murdered by Stalinist
agents in Mexico in 1940. Trotsky gave his
life to keep alive the hope and ideals of revo-
lutionary socialism.

Trotsky’s ability to influence events was limit-
ed during the 1930s–at a time when most of
those on both the right and left considered
Russia to be a socialist society. In this con-
text, throughout the 1930s, Trotsky and his
followers were unable to build large enough

organizations to combat the influence of the much larger and more
entrenched Communist Parties internationally. Small Trotskyist organi-
zations were built and led some impressive struggles, such as the
1934 Minneapolis Teamsters’ strike. These organizations also fought
tooth and nail against fascism in Europe. But they never reached the
size necessary to play a decisive role.

Trotsky’s analyses of the 1930s are unequaled. Trotsky alone was
able to apply the Marxist method to analyze the rise of fascism in
Europe and show how it could be beaten. Moreover, he laid down the
foundations for a revolutionary understanding of and opposition to
Stalinism. While Trotsky underestimated the impact of Stalinism (he
believed that Stalinism represented a political degeneration of the rev-
olution, rather than the reintroduction of capitalism), his contributions
to the Marxist tradition were critical. Trotsky’s insights and his commit-
ment to working-class struggle internationally meant that the revolu-
tionary socialist tradition was kept alive, if only by a small minority.

The 1930s marked the betrayal of the Russian Revolution and the rise
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of fascism in Europe, but it also marked a high point of class struggle
and working-class militancy in the United States. While the Communist
Party’s politics were moving further away from genuine socialism, it
still attracted tens of thousands of members and was instrumental to
building the industrial unions, which united workers across race and
ethnic lines. The potential shown in the 1930s for American workers to
unite, struggle, and be won to socialist politics (even if in a distorted
form) is proof that socialism is not alien to them.

The 1960s
In the aftermath of the Second World War, the U.S. emerged as the
strongest economic and military superpower. During the 1950s and
1960s, American bosses enjoyed such huge profits that they were will-
ing to grant some wage concessions to workers–in return for higher
productivity. While none of these concessions was won without a fight,
American workers did enjoy one of the best standards of living in the
world during this period.

Of course, not all workers shared in the benefits of this boom econo-
my. Black workers in particular faced legal Jim Crow segregation in the
South and de facto segregation in hiring and housing in the North.
Black working-class people were all but shut out of the American
Dream. If they bought a home in the suburbs, chances were that
racists would drive them out. Most Southern Blacks were still denied
voting rights in the early 1960s. The civil rights movement showed the
entire world the contradictions and oppression at the heart of the free
market.

By the late 1960s, a new student movement began to emerge.
Inspired by the example of the courageous fight for civil rights and
angered by the imperialist war against Vietnam, student demonstra-
tions against the war rocked American campuses and cities. The Black
Power movement also emerged in the late 1960s, with the formation
of the Black Panther Party and other groups that were committed to
fighting for Black liberation. The women’s and gay liberation move-
ments emerged soon after. While the radical movements in the U.S. by
and large remained isolated from the labor movement, mass strikes
shook advanced industrial countries such as France, Britain, and Italy.
Revolution once again seemed to be on the agenda, and thousands of
activists who were radicalized through the student movement began to
look toward socialist politics.

But the socialist movement was still dominated by the distortions of
Stalinism in the late 1960s–in particular, by the brand of Stalinism
known as Maoism, named after the Chinese nationalist leader Mao Tse-
tung. Maoism attracted the (mostly middle-class) student radicals who
accepted the idea that American workers were "bought off" by the sys-
tem and were therefore part of the problem, not the solution.

From a Maoist perspective, the only forces capable of fighting
American imperialism were outside it–in poor countries of the so-called
Third World (and including "Third World" populations such as African

Americans and Latinos living inside the U.S.). Mao’s China was consid-
ered the model for Third World revolution.

While Maoism is, in all important respects, a variant of Stalinism, it was
able to attract some of the most committed activists of the period. The
experience of the 1960s showed the possibility of rebuilding the revo-
lutionary left in the United States. Unfortunately, the nationalist politics
of Maoism were a dead end for anyone serious about changing the
system. Once the social movements collapsed and China made its
peace with U.S. imperialism, Maoist organizations collapsed and virtu-
ally disappeared.

The Democratic Party
With the decline of the social movements of the 1960s, the politics of
liberalism and support for the Democratic Party were once again
posed as the only realistic alternative to the right-wing Republican
Party. But the lesser of two evils is still evil. The Democratic and
Republican Parties are both capitalist parties. Both receive the majori-
ty of their funding from big business–and both carry out policies in the
interests of big business. Even Franklin Delano Roosevelt, who
achieved legendary status as a friend of the working class during the
Great Depression, once said of himself, "I’m the best friend the profit
system ever had."

While the Democrats and the Republicans differ on specific issues, they
both agree on the fundamentals: protecting and serving the bosses’
interests. Nowhere is this clearer than in the bipartisan attacks on the
social safety net, from welfare to social security. While the Republicans
under George W. Bush and the Democrats under Tom Daschle may
quibble on the specific size of the cuts, both parties have shown that
they are committed to gutting social programs for the working class
and the poor in order to give tax breaks to the wealthiest Americans.

No matter how much appears to separate the two parties, when
American business interests are threatened abroad, the Democrats
and the Republicans always come together to extend U.S. military and
economic domination. From Vietnam to the Persian Gulf to Colombia,
bipartisan U.S. intervention and war is the rule, not the exception.

And bipartisanship is evident in both parties’ attempts to keep third-
party candidates out of the running, as with Green Party presidential
candidate Ralph Nader in election 2000.

Traditionally, Democratic Party politicians pay lip service to various
groups–from civil rights organizations to organized labor–only to take
their money and their votes and then sell out their causes once the
election is over. Bill Clinton was no different. He promised abortion
rights supporters that he would pass a Freedom of Choice Act. It
never saw the light of day. He promised to pass health care reform.
However, at the end of Clinton’s eight-year term, more than 44 million
people had no health coverage, compared with 39 million before his
election in 1992. He promised to end the ban on gays in the military



but replaced it with a law that actually increased the level of harass-
ment and discharges of gays.

For this reason, socialists call the Democratic Party the graveyard of
social movements. The Democratic Party is a dead end for anyone
interested in winning substantial change in the United States. We
should have no illusions in the Democrats as allies for our movement.
In 1900, Eugene Debs laid out the socialist perspective on the two-
party system, which still holds true today:
We hear it frequently urged that the Democratic Party is "poor man’s
party," "the friend of labor." There is but one way to relieve poverty
and to free labor, and that is by making common property the tools of
labor. The differences between the Republican and the Democratic
Parties involve no issue, no principle in which the working class has
any interest, and whether the spoils be distributed by [the
Republicans]...or by [the Democrats] is all the same to it. Between
these two parties socialists have no choice, no preference.

Social Democracy
Another variant of socialism is what is
known as "social democracy" or "reform
socialism." The Labour Party in Britain and
the Socialist Party in France are parties
built on the social democratic model.
Social democracy stresses the gradual
transformation of capitalism into socialism.
It also views electoralism, or electing can-
didates to office, as the main tool by which
workers can have a say in how society is
run.

While elections are important, they are not
decisive. Under capitalism, politicians are
elected by spending enormous sums of
money on their campaigns, which guaran-
tees that the rich will have a much bigger say in formal politics than
workers do. Most decisions that impact people’s lives never come up
for a vote–for instance, whether to lay off workers, or whether to allo-
cate more money for the CEO’s salary or to improve workplace safety.
These decisions are made in corporate boardrooms, not in Congress.

But an even bigger problem presents itself for reform socialists. In
countries where reform socialists have won elections and tried to make
good on their promise of a gradual and orderly transition to social-
ism–by nationalizing industry, granting land reform, or broadening the
welfare state– the capitalists who control the economy do everything
in their power to stop them.

Sometimes, as in France in the early 1980s, big businesses simply
moved their investments elsewhere, leaving behind unemployment and
misery. Other times, as in Chile in the early 1970s, capitalists and the
big landowners actually fought to destroy the emerging organizations
of workers’ power and killed thousands. Chile’s president, Salvador

Allende, was killed in a coup in 1973, which restored power to the
capitalist class under the totalitarian rule of Augusto Pinochet, who led
the coup.

Whether through economic blackmail or outright civil war, the capitalist
class has proven time and again that it won’t give up any of its wealth
or power without a fight.

The Revolutionary Road
The revolutionary road is the only way to get to a socialist society. As
historian R. H. Tawney put it, "You cannot skin a live tiger paw by paw."
Capitalism will not fall under its own weight but must be swept aside by
a mass revolutionary movement.

Well-meaning politicians or an enlightened minority cannot grant
socialism from above. It must be fought for and built democratically by
the great majority of the population.

In the course of struggles, both small and large, people who have
been divided and lacking in confidence
learn the lessons of solidarity: When
workers stick together, they can win even
against the most powerful enemies. For
instance, when workers go on strike,
racist and sexist ideas are often chal-
lenged and overcome as workers are
forced to decide who their real friends
and enemies are.

Thus, by its very nature, a revolutionary
socialist movement is multiracial and
involves men and women, gays and het-
erosexuals, skilled and unskilled workers,
all on an equal footing. In a revolutionary
struggle, when the great mass of the

population moves into action to change society, the importance of soli-
darity is learned by millions of people in a relatively short span of
time. In a matter of weeks or months, a revolutionary movement can
sweep away prejudices that have been around for centuries.

Most importantly, workers learn through their own struggle that they
don’t need the bosses to run society–they can do it better themselves.
Through their own experience in struggle, workers learn how to run
society in the interests of the vast majority, to fulfill human needs.

A revolution is necessary then, not just because we can’t win socialism
any other way, but because it is in the course of revolution that the
working class throws out old prejudices and backward ideas and, in
the words of Karl Marx, "becomes fit to found society anew."

We are often told that revolutions are violent and bloody and can only
result in a new set of rulers who are no better than the present
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bunch–or maybe even worse. Nothing could be further from the truth.

Instead, a socialist revolution would involve, for the first time in human
history, the vast majority of people deciding how to reorganize society
and their own futures. That is why every modern revolutionary move-
ment has had the feel of a "festival of the oppressed," in which people
who have been oppressed their entire lives fight for their own libera-
tion and get a sense of their own power and worth.

Nothing is inevitable about the victory of socialist revolution. The last
century has seen many revolutionary movements, from Portugal to
Iran, but only one in which the working class was able to take power:
in Russia in 1917. The decisive difference in Russia was the existence
of a revolutionary party that organized itself years before the revolu-
tionary crisis. The ISO aims to build such a party.
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The standard story we hear about the Russian Revolution of 1917 is
that it was a coup. 

We’re told that a conspiratorial band of hardened revolutionaries
known as the Bolsheviks-following orders handed down from their
leader, Lenin—coldly overcame all opposition to take power. Maybe
the masses of Russian workers and peasants showed up on the
streets a time or two, but they were largely dupes—a stage army
manipulated by the Bolsheviks. 

Oddly enough, this anti-Bolshevik version of history promoted most
actively by right-wing ideologues has elements in common with the
accounts of some who want to defend Lenin and the Bolsheviks.
According to them as well, the Bolsheviks agreed on all important
questions from the beginning of the revolution in February 1917—
and they could depend on the infallible Lenin to plot their strategy
until the seizure of power in a second revolution led by the
Bolsheviks in October, which established a workers’ state in Russia. 

These claims hardened into the official ideology of the USSR after
Joseph Stalin’s rise to power in the mid-1920s—with worship of the
flawless Lenin serving as a main prop to claims that Russia remained
socialist long after a repressive hierarchical system had been re-
imposed. 

The real history of the Russian Revolution is different from both these
versions—and can teach us a lot about both the potential for ordinary
people to take action and the hope for a better world. 

One of the best books to set the record straight is Alexander
Rabinowitch’s The Bolsheviks Come to Power, republished earlier this
year by Haymarket Books and Pluto Press. Focused on events in the
cradle of the revolution—the Russian capital of Petrograd, now known
as St. Petersburg—Rabinowitch uses numerous documents, memoirs
and historical accounts to show how the actions of masses of working
people were the driving force in 1917. 

In fact, some of the most important developments—for example, the
initial protests that led to the overthrow of the dictatorial Tsar in
February, and the defeat of a counterrevolutionary attack on
Petrograd by Gen. Kornilov in August—were nearly spontaneous, and
certainly weren’t controlled by the Bolsheviks or any other party in
Russia. 

Likewise, the Bolsheviks were far from a regimented band of palace

conspirators, but an organization with deep roots in Petrograd’s facto-
ries and neighborhoods that thrived on debate. The party’s most
respected member, Lenin, found himself in a minority at several points
in 1917. 

Along with fellow Bolshevik leader Leon Trotsky, Lenin did play a
decisive role at times—in persuading party members on some
issue, or initiating specific strategies. But at other points, it was the
initiative of other Bolsheviks, often at the factory and neighborhood
level, that carried the day—and fortunately so on several occa-
sions in 1917 where Lenin’s or Trotsky’s judgments proved wrong. 

Most of all, the Russian Revolution is a story of ordinary people com-
ing to life as they discovered their own potential for creating a truly
democratic society, free from war, exploitation and oppression. ALAN
MAASS tells how the Russian Revolution was won—with excerpts from
Rabinowitch’s book. 

The overthrow of Russia’s Tsar Nicholas II in February 1917 wasn’t
planned out by Lenin. It was the spontaneous result of the accumulat-
ed hatred of the Russian people bursting out in mass demonstrations
that paralyzed Petrograd and other cities. Within a matter of days, the
once all-powerful regime was isolated, its army and security forces
refusing orders to defend it-and the Tsar was forced to abdicate. 

But the political questions presented by what came next could-
n’t be solved by spontaneous action. 

Russia in 1917 was a society devastated by poverty and the slaugh-
ter of the First World War. Just a few years earlier, the start of the war
had been accompanied by a patriotic frenzy, and the ranks of social-
ists committed to the principle of opposing imperialism—not only in
Russia, but around the world—were reduced to a tiny few. But the
horrors of the war, combined with famine and mass suffering as the
regime imposed austerity to keep the war effort going, turned the
tide. 

At the end of February 1917, women workers from some of the main
factories in Petrograd organized strikes and demonstrations to mark
International Women’s Day, and to demand an end to desperate food
shortages. The actions spread quickly in heavily industrial areas of
Petrograd like Vyborg, with more and more factories walking out. 

Even the Bolsheviks—the most militant and committed to revolution-
ary socialism among several left-wing parties in Russia—were taken

How the Russian Revolution 
Was Won By Alan Maass 
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by surprise, though individual members, on their own initiative,
played a central role in spreading the protests in the first days. 

Usually, the Tsar could depend on his army—in particular, the brutal
Cossacks—to repress any rebellion. But under the weight of the cri-
sis, the army’s discipline disintegrated—and with it, the foundation
of Tsarism itself. In less than a week, the Tsar was gone, his regime
replaced by a Provisional Government. 

Within days of the International Women’s Day demonstrations, work-
ers in Petrograd and other cities had followed the example of
Russia’s mass upheaval in 1905, and formed workers’ councils—or
“soviets” in Russian. 

The soviets were a natural development of the struggle. Workers in
individual factories had already formed committees to make deci-
sions about participating in demonstrations, what to do at work and
so on. These committees made links locally, sending representatives
to larger councils representing the differ-
ent districts of their city, and finally to a
citywide soviet. Eventually, other groups
in society—most importantly, soldiers
and sailors in the Tsar’s army-formed
similar councils, and sent their represen-
tatives to the soviets. 

Repeated in similar form around the
world during other revolutionary strug-
gles, even to this day, the soviets were
the backbone of workers’ power and
remained in place throughout 1917. 

But after the overthrow of the Tsar, the
Russian parliament, known as the Duma,
created a Provisional Government made
up primarily of parties representing
Russia’s capitalists. The most hated fig-
ures of the Tsar’s regime were excluded, but so were the radical par-
ties representing Russia’s workers and peasants. 

Despite the reputation of a few as opponents of the Tsar, the govern-
ment’s new ministers were committed to restoring order in Russia’s
cities and the authority of factory owners over workers—and above
all, to continuing Russia’s war effort. So from the beginning, the power
of the Provisional Government was on an unavoidable collision course
with the power of the workers’ councils—a situation of “dual power”
that couldn’t continue for long. 

At first, though, the workers’ councils lacked the confidence to assert
their authority against the Provisional Government. This was reflected
in the makeup of representatives to the soviets, too. When the first
national congress of soviets was convened, the Bolsheviks were a

minority of delegates. The soviets’ elected leadership, both locally and
nationally, came from more moderate left parties like the Mensheviks
and Socialist Revolutionaries (SR). 

In fact, most leaders of the Bolshevik Party accepted that the only
possible outcome of the February Revolution was already in
place—a capitalist regime. When Lenin returned to Russia from
exile in Switzerland, he shocked his comrades by demanding that
the Bolsheviks reject cooperation with the Provisional
Government—and commit themselves to a new revolution that
would transfer power to the soviets. It took weeks of argument to
convince other leading Bolsheviks—and some, like Lev Kamenev,
one of the best-known party leaders after Lenin, in reality remained
unconvinced until after October. 

But what Lenin recognized was that the masses of workers, while they
might not have the confidence to assert their own power now, had
shown by their actions that they wouldn’t tolerate for long a govern-
ment that tried to continue policies of war and exploitation. 

The conflict did re-emerge quickly. In
mid-May, the Provisional Government’s
foreign minister, Pavel Milyukov, wrote a
secret statement to Russia’s allies in the
war against Germany, committing the
new regime to the same war aims as the
Tsar. When this document was revealed,
Petrograd exploded in renewed demon-
strations. 

Milyukov and several other ministers
resigned. In the resulting shakeup,
leaders of the moderate Mensheviks
and SRs were invited to join the
Provisional Government, and accepted.
Thus, the moderate socialist parties
ended up in the position of trying to

straddle a widening gap between the Provisional Government and the
soviets—leaving the Bolsheviks as the sole major party standing
wholly with the workers’ councils. 

Tensions continued to build, especially after the Provisional
Government launched a disastrous military offensive. By early July,
anger against the government had reached a fever pitch among
some sections of workers and soldiers. But the sentiment for action
was uneven. In particular, the mood in Petrograd wasn’t matched
elsewhere. 

This created a crisis for the Bolsheviks when a semi-organized armed
uprising against the Provisional Government took place on July 4.
Lenin and the party’s Central Committee had been united in trying to
restrain forces bent on immediate action, since support was so uncer-
tain. The insurrection took them by surprise. 

Lenin recognized that the masses
of workers, while they might not

have the confidence to assert
their own power now, had shown

by their actions that they 
wouldn’t tolerate for long a 

government that tried to continue
policies of war and exploitation. 
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But it had been encouraged by some party members—especially soldiers in the Bolshevik mil-
itary organization. Many of these were new recruits unused to the idea of party discipline, so it
was only with great difficulty that Lenin and other party leaders were able to convince them
that the time wasn’t right and a retreat was necessary—a stark difference from the common
portrayal of the Bolsheviks as always following orders from above. 

Meanwhile, the government exploited the opportunity to lash out at the Bolsheviks.
Newspapers were filled with slanderous attacks, and the party’s offices were seized. Leading
members like Trotsky and Kamenev were arrested. Lenin barely escaped the dragnet and fled
to Finland. 

Joining in the calls for a crackdown against the Bolsheviks as “threats to the revolution” were
many leading Mensheviks and SRs—a further sign that the leaders of the moderate socialist
parties, if not rank-and-file members, tended to side with the Provisional Government against
the champions of soviet power when push came to shove. 

The July Days gave momentum to the government—now led by Alexander Kerensky as its prime
minister—and the right wing, forcing the Bolsheviks to readjust their strategies. But the impact
wasn’t devastating as party members at first feared. 

After the initial outburst of anti-Bolshevik scapegoating, Alexander Rabinowitch writes, “the
repressive measures adopted by the government, as well as the indiscriminate persecution of
leftist leaders and the apparently increasing danger of counterrevolution served simply to
increase resentment toward the Kerensky regime among the masses and stimulated them to
unite more closely around the soviets in defense of the revolution.” 

This Instinct to unite against any threat to the revolution was decisive in stopping Gen.
Kornilov’s march on Petrograd at the end of August. 

Kerensky had appointed Kornilov as commander in chief in mid-July, and hoped that the general
would help him re-establish the government’s authority. But the soviets and other popular
organizations—as well as the Petrograd garrison of soldiers and sailors stationed in and
around the capital—resisted all attempts to curb their power. Believing that Kerensky would
never establish order, Kornilov planned a military offensive for the final days of August to occupy
Petrograd, disperse the soviets and smash left-wing organizations. 

Yet Kornilov’s forces never even made it to the capital. The response from workers and soldiers
was immediate when word came of the pending attack. Ad hoc revolutionary committees to
organize military defense had formed during earlier crises in 1917. Now, more than 240 sprout-
ed up between August 27 and 30, many of them offshoots of local soviets in the cities, and even
rural soviets. The most important was the Committee for Struggle in Petrograd, which had rep-
resentatives from all the major left parties. It became-without anyone planning it—the national
command post for combating the right. 

Even more decisive, however, was the spontaneous action taken by organizations of workers
and soldiers at every level—from the workplaces and barracks, to the citywide soviet. Without
any agreed-upon plan, they prepared a defense of the city, committed resources to vital servic-
es, secured food supplies and dispatched agitators to “harangue” Kornilov’s approaching
troops—a tactic that succeeded in winning over even Cossacks and other feared army divisions
to the revolution. 

As Rabinowitch writes, “the decisive moments of the Kornilov emergency occurred so quickly

The July Days
Conditions in all of [the prisons]
were a good deal less oppressive
than in Tsarist days... Raskolnikov
recalled that many of his gaurds as
the Crosses [prison in Petrograd]
were cautiouis toward, indeed even
fearfull of, “politicals”. After all, fol-
lowing the Febuary revolution, yes-
terday’s high officials suddenly
turned up in jail, while some of the
previous inmates instantly became
cabinet ministers. Prison personnel
were naturally wary of such a turn-
about happening again. 

From The Bolsheviks Come to Power
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Kornilov’s Defeat
Within hours after public announce-
ment of the Kornilov emergency,
alarm whistles were sounded in fac-
toris throughout Petrograd. Acting
on their own, without instructions
from higher authorities, workers
reinforced security around plant bul-
ings and grounds, and began to
form fighting detachments. On
August 28-29, long lines of workers
could be seen in the factory districts,
waiting to enroll in these detach-
ments, referred to with inreasing fre-
quency as “Red Gaurds” 

To help arm these recruits, person-
nel in the cannon shops at the
Putilov factory speeded production
of a variety of weapons, whcih were
dispached directly to the field without
even a test-firing; metalworkers sim-
ply accompanied their products and
adjusted the weapons on the spot.

From The Bolsheviks Come to Power

that effective coordination of the campaign against the right, even in the Petrograd area, proved
impossible. It was also unnecessary. Spurred by the news of Kornilov’s attack, all political organ-
izations to the left of the Kadets, every labor organization of any import, and solider and sailor
committees at all levels immediately rose to fight against Kornilov. It would be difficult to find, in
recent history, a more powerful, effective display of largely spontaneous and unified mass politi-
cal action.” 

The response to Kornilov threat was largely uncoordinated, yet unified. But as Rabinowitch
also points out, many of the people who led the way in mobilizing this response were veteran
Bolsheviks—revolutionaries whose years of political training and experience in previous strug-
gles had prepared them to take the initiative at the crucial moment. 

Lenin was still hiding in Finland in August. By the time he learned of the Kornilov threat, it had
been effectively defeated, and his urgent communications recommending a course of action
arrived days after that. But the ultimate tribute to the years Lenin devoted to building the
Bolshevik Party is that its members, with very little coordination, had responded almost exactly
as he recommended when his letters arrived. 

The Defeat of Kornilov saved the Kerensky government from the counterrevolution. But it
was also a sign that his days were numbered. 

It was widely known, at least in Petrograd, that the conflict between Kornilov and Kerensky had
been preceded by negotiations and collaboration. As a result, Rabinowitch writes, Kornilov’s plot
appeared to be a conspiracy “against the revolution on the part of the military high command
and Kerensky”—one defeated only thanks to the forces of the soviet. 

Kerensky’s increasingly frantic attempts to re-impose the authority of the government failed
to win mass support. 

The Bolsheviks, meanwhile, only gained ground. By September, they had won majorities in the
Petrograd and Moscow soviets, and were expected to dominate the upcoming second nation-
al congress of soviets, planned for the end of October. 

But there were still obstacles to overcome before the seizure of power. For one thing, there was
resistance to the idea that the time had finally come to topple Kerensky and claim power for the
workers’ councils—especially among leaders of the party who feared a repeat of the July Days
if an insurrection proved to be premature. Once again, Lenin was in a minority, and had to
argue relentlessly to win a majority of the Bolshevik Central Committee to make insurrection
against Kerensky the “order of the day.” 

At the same time, the Bolsheviks nearly committed a colossal blunder at Lenin’s insistence.
Lenin envisioned the final uprising against the Kerensky regime as a Bolshevik operation that
would claim state power in the name of the soviets. Trotsky, on the other hand, recognized
that this wouldn’t necessarily win the support of most workers and soldiers—whose loyalty
lay not with the Bolsheviks as much as the soviets themselves. 

As the newly elected chairman of the Petrograd soviet, he developed a strategy of using
the authority of the workers councils to seize power. 

Trotsky and other Bolsheviks also resisted Lenin’s urging to launch an uprising immediately.
Instead, throughout September and October, they utilized any attempt by the Kerensky regime
to challenge the soviets as an opportunity to assert the authority of the soviets over Kerensky. 
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On The Eve
Lenin was unable to restrain himself
further... [He] donned his wig and
battered cap and wrapped a band-
age around his face. Then, violating
a direct Central Committee ban on
his movement for the seccond time
in a month, accompanies by Eino
Rakhia, he set off for Smolny [the
heaquarters of the Petrograd
Soviet].

The two traveled through the Vyborg
District as far as the Finland Station
in an almost empty streetcar, the
frantic Lenin peppering the conduc-
tress with questions regrading late
political development; when Lenin
discovered she was a leftist, he
began filling her hears with practical
advice on reolutionary action...

Finally, sometimebefore midnight,
they safely reached their destination.
Smolny upon Lenin’s arrival looked
like a military camp on the eve of
battle... Neither Rakhia nor Lenin had
proper passes. Initially denied admis-
sion, they managed to loose them-
selves in an incoming crowd, and so
were able to squeeze by the gaurds.

From The Bolsheviks Come to Power

The key moment came in late October, when the government announced plans to transfer most
of the soldiers of the Petrograd garrison—by this point, as much the heart of the revolution as
the factories of Vyborg—to the front. The Petrograd soviet’s newly formed Military
Revolutionary Committee sent its representatives, known as commissars, to every unit of the
garrison and issued an order written by Trotsky: “No directives to the garrison not signed by
the Military Revolutionary Committee should be considered valid.” 

Effectively, the soviet had taken control of the armed forces in Petrograd away from Kerensky-
“disarming the Provisional Government without firing a shot,” Rabinowitch writes. Thus, the
insurrection that began in the early hours of October 25—with Red Guard detachments under
the soviet’s authority taking control of crucial power centers, such as the state bank, and
besieging the Winter Palace, where Kerensky and his cabinet was holed up—was almost anti-
climatic. 

The next day, when the nationwide Congress of Soviets convened in Petrograd, Trotsky and
Lenin could announce that the old regime had been swept away—and the power of the work-
ers’ councils over Russia was now absolute. 

The accomplishments that followed in the days and weeks after the October insurrection are
memorable. The new workers’ state ended Russia’s participation in the slaughter of the First
World War. The oppressed nations of the Tsar’s empire were given the right of self-determina-
tion. In a country notorious for anti-Semitic pogroms, Jews led the workers’ councils of
Russia’s two biggest cities. Laws outlawing homosexuality were repealed. Abortion was legal-
ized and made available on demand. 

And these measures only scratch the surface of the more thorough-going experiments of the
Russian Revolution—from workers’ given control over their workplaces, to efforts made to
make women truly equal and a part of politics, to a new flowering of art and culture. 

The tragedy is that the revolution was immediately besieged—and defeated within a very
short time. In the years after 1917, more than a dozen countries, including the United
States. contributed troops to an invasion force that fought alongside the dregs of Tsarist
society—exgenerals, aristocrats and assorted hangers-on—in a civil war to destroy the
new workers’ state. 

The revolution survived this military assault, but only barely—and at a terrible price. By
1922, the working class—the class that had toppled the Tsar, created the soviets as a
democratic expression of their power, defeated the Kornilov threat, and taken power away
from the Provisional Government—was decimated, physically reduced to half its former size
by the horrors of war and famine. 

The heart of the Russian Revolution was destroyed—which made it possible for a class of
bureaucrats, led by Joseph Stalin, to scramble to power on the ruins of the workers’ state and
reimpose a hierarchical society with much in common with Western-style capitalism. 

Yet that shouldn’t take away from the example set by the only socialist revolution to succeed in
establishing a workers’ state that survived for any length of time. Russian society came alive in
the revolution of 1917—and showed us a glimpse of what a socialist future might look like. 
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Even today, 50 years after his death, Joseph Stalin represents one of
the most powerful arguments against socialism. How can we socialists
say that we’re for the "self-emancipation of the working class" when
Russian workers had no power whatsoever under "socialism"? How
can we champion a system that tolerated and encouraged numerous
forms of oppression–based on race, religion, gender, sexual orienta-
tion, nationality and ethnicity, to name a few?

The answer is that we don’t. So-called "socialism" in Stalin’s Russia
–and other countries, like China and Cuba, that modeled their systems
on the USSR–is diametrically opposed to the basic principles we stand
for. The rulers of the former USSR under Stalin used the rhetoric of
socialism and Marxism to justify a different reality–an exploitative sys-
tem, run by a minority, using forms of authority not that very different
to capitalism in the West.

Stalin and his allies established this system by re-imposing class rule
over a society that had overthrown the old order in the 1917 Russian
Revolution. Though they mouthed socialist phrases, the rise of Stalin’s
regime represented the victory of the counterrevolution against 1917.

No serious observer in 1917 doubted that masses of Russian workers
and peasants supported the overthrow of the hated Tsar–or the
establishment of the workers’ councils, or soviets, as the basic form of
government for a new workers’ state. As Martov, a prominent oppo-
nent of Lenin and the Bolshevik Party, put it at the time, "Understand,
please, what we have before us after all is a victorious uprising of the
proletariat–almost the entire proletariat supports Lenin and expects
its social liberation from the uprising."

But could this system survive? Marxists believe that the basis for
socialism is abundance–having enough to go around. Certainly, such a
society would be impossible if an economically backward country like
Russia remained isolated in a sea of capitalism, without socialist revo-
lutions in other countries to come to its aid.

All of Russia’s revolutionaries accepted this. "We are far from having
completed even the transitional period from capitalism to socialism,"
Lenin wrote in January 1918. "We have never cherished the hope that
we could finish it without the aid of the international proletariat."

It’s telling that the most important idea associated with Stalin in the
mid-1920s when he was emerging from obscurity to take over was his

theory of "socialism in once country." This rewrote what had been a
central pillar for all Marxists–that socialism must be international.

International revolution wasn’t a pipe dream either. The years following
the Russian Revolution saw massive upheavals in Germany, Italy and
other European countries. But none succeeded in putting a workers’
government in power. Russia was left isolated. And ultimately, Lenin
was proved right–the revolution couldn’t survive in these conditions.

But the form that its defeat took was unexpected. The workers’ state
won a civil war against forces that wanted to bring back the Tsar–and
which were supported by the active military intervention of 14 imperi-
alist countries, including the U.S. But the cost of the victory was cata-
strophic. Russia’s economy suffered the worst decline ever known in
world history, by one estimate.

And the Russian working class, the class that made the revolution, was
effectively destroyed–killed in the civil war, or driven out of the cities
by famine. In these desperate conditions, the Bolshevik Party came
increasingly to substitute its own rule for that of the decimated institu-
tions of workers’ power created in 1917. This was viewed as a tempo-
rary necessity to defeat the menace of counterrevolution.

But eventually, the temporary necessities became permanen–and out
of the circumstances of war and economic chaos, a group of state
bureaucrats came together around Stalin and began to put its hold on
power before everything else. Stalin and his allies didn’t take over
without a fight. In particular, Trotsky led an opposition that aimed to
preserve the traditions of 1917.

But the Stalinists defeated this challenge–and from the late 1920s on,
they systematically began to take back every gain won in the revolu-
tion. Average wages were slashed by 50 percent in seven years follow-
ing the announcement of the first "five-year plan" in 1928. The popu-
lation of Russian labor camps increased by 22 times in three years.

Rights won by women in 1917–such as free abortion on demand and
liberalized divorce law–were overturned. Homosexuality was recrimi-
nalized. And the Stalinists set about rebuilding the Tsar’s colonial
empire that had won the right to self-determination after 1917.

From this point on, it’s impossible to say that Russian workers had any
control over society--or that they could regain it without a revolution-

How Russia Went from a Workers’
State to State Capitalism 
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ary transformation of the system. Formally, production was still owned
by the state. But the question was: Who owned the state?

Plainly, the state bureaucracy was in command of all important deci-
sions about the resources of society, how they were used and how the
labor of the vast majority was organized. And the decisions that the
bureaucrats made were actually very similar to the dynamics of
Western-style capitalism.

The capitalists who rule over the free market don’t spend all their
profits on their own luxurious lifestyle–though they do live like kings!
The main priority is to plow profits back into production–to try to out-
do the competition and accumulate even more profits. "Accumulate,
accumulate! That is Moses and the prophets!" Marx wrote in Capital.
"Therefore, save, save, i.e., reconvert the greatest possible portion of
surplus value [profits]...into capital!"

Similarly, Russia’s Stalinist ruling class used the surplus extracted at
horrific cost from workers and peasants and devoted it to investments
in heavy industry–especially, anything to do with the arms industry.
This was to meet the demands of competition, not among private capi-
talists within one country, but among state capitals internationally–that
is, to meet the military competition threatened by the advanced coun-
tries of the West.

This is the point of Stalin’s famous saying: "We are 50 or 100 years
behind the advanced countries. We must make good this lag in 10
years. Either we do it, or they crush us." The form was different–a rul-
ing class whose power grew out of its control over the state appara-
tus. But the logic was straight out of capitalism. That’s why the best
way to understand Stalin’s rule is to recognize it as the re-imposition
of capitalism--in the form of state capitalism.

Unfortunately most people continue to assume that the ex-USSR was
socialist under Stalin. Certainly, that’s what supporters of capitalism
encourage us to believe. After all, what better argument could there
be against socialism than the idea that any attempt to win change is
doomed to produce another Stalin?

But Stalin’s triumph in Russia wasn’t inevitable. It was the result of a
workers’ revolution left isolated in a sea of capitalism–strangled until it
was finally defeated.

None of this, though, can erase the accomplishments of the 1917 rev-
olution during the short period that workers’ power survived. And it
certainly can’t change our commitment to the struggle for socialism
today–for an international revolution that will free all humanity, once
and for all.
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As the war in Afghanistan continues, it is increasingly clear that the
majority of Afghan people will have little say about what government
will be imposed on them when the fighting is over. 

Many U.S. politicians and media pundits have decided that Afghan–and
other people in the Middle East and Central Asia–are unfit to rule
themselves, with some openly calling for a revival of old-style 
colonialism. 

In a recent article titled "The need for a new imperialism," Financial
Times columnist Martin Wolf describes Afghanistan as a "failed state"
and argues that a United Nations (UN) "protectorate" should be
installed to rule the country. Journalist Mark Steyn echoed this theme
in a Chicago Sun-Times column headlined "Imperialism is the answer." 
And George Bush himself says, "It would be a useful function for the
United Nations to take over the so-called nation building–I would call it
the stabilization of a future government–after our military mission is
complete." 

Whether or not they try to sugarcoat the message, such statements
reveal that this war is about asserting the U.S. government’s right to
conquer and dominate weaker nations. 

The most incisive analysis of imperialism was made by the Russian rev-
olutionary Lenin at the time of the First World War. Lenin described
imperialism as "a special stage in the development of capitalism." 
His analysis was designed to show that antagonisms and wars
between the great powers are not the result of bad policies, but arise
from the dynamic of capitalist development itself–above all from the
tendency that Karl Marx had identified toward the concentration and
centralization of capital. 

As the major capitalist enterprises within a particular country become
bigger and fewer, private monopoly capital becomes closely integrated
with the state. At the same time, the internationalization of the produc-
tive forces compels capitals to compete for markets, investments and
raw materials at the global level. The result is that competition
between capitals increasingly takes on the form of military rivalries
among nation-states. 

Further, because the world economy is characterized by combined and
uneven development–in other words, because the relations among
states are unequal–a small number of advanced countries come to

dominate the rest of the world by virtue of their productive resources
and military strength. 

As Woodrow Wilson once admitted: "Since trade ignores national
boundaries and the manufacturer insists on having the world as a
market, the flag of his nation must follow him, and the doors of the
nations which are closed against him must be battered down. 
Concessions obtained by financiers must be safeguarded by ministers
of state, even if the sovereignty of unwilling nations be outraged in the
process. Colonies must be obtained or planted, in order that no useful
corner of the world may be overlooked or left unused." 

In the last two decades of the 19th century, the major powers divided
most of the world between themselves. 

The supposedly civilized imperialists subdued their future subjects with
unspeakable brutality. When the British conquered Sudan in 1898, they
gunned down 10,000 Sudanese troops and Lord Kitchener used the
skull of their leader, the Mahdi, as an inkstand. 

During its conquest of the Philippines between 1898 and 1901, the
U.S. declared Filipinos "unfit for self-government" and claimed to be
fighting "with scrupulous regard for the rules of civilized warfare…with
self-restraint and humanity never surpassed" while it killed hundreds
of thousands. 

The underlying motive for this barbaric imperialist expansion was prof-
it. Colonies offered the capitalists of the colonial powers protected out-
lets for investment and military bases to protect routes to investment
elsewhere. 

As the empires spread, however, and there were few new territories
left to conquer, the major powers increasingly came into conflict with
one another. Each side built up its own armed forces, creating a drive
toward war that eventually culminated in two world wars that killed
tens of millions. 

After the Second World War, imperialism changed in important ways.
Competition between a number of different powers was replaced by
the division of the world into two global military alliances dominated by
two superpowers, the U.S. and the USSR. 

Meanwhile, the old colonial empires were slowly dismantled, partly as

Dividing the Globe in the Name of
Democracy and Freedom
Washington’s New Imperialism  By Phil Gaspar
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a result of struggles for national liberation, and partly because the
colonies declined in economic importance for the advanced capitalist
countries as the latter reduced their dependence on imported raw
materials-with the significant exception of oil. 

None of this meant that imperialism had ended, however. The two
superpowers found themselves locked into a "cold war" for more than
four decades, and they continued to impose their will on lesser states
through political, economic and, frequently, military means.

With the collapse of the Soviet bloc in the late 1980s, the U.S. was left
far and away the world’s most powerful political and military state. But
the end of the Cold War also allowed space for new tensions to arise
between the U.S. and its major economic and political competitors as
each player maneuvers to protect its own interests. As one study con-
cludes, "The rivalry between states and the rivalry between firms for a
secure place in the world economy has become much fiercer, much
more intense." 

Increasingly over the past decade, the U.S. has attempted to use its
military power to maintain its global political and economic dominance,
and in particular its control over crucial oil supplies. 

Just as the 1991 Gulf War was fought to reassert U.S. control over
Middle Eastern oil, the current intervention in Afghanistan is motivated
in large part by the U.S. ruling class’s desire to gain access to Central
Asia’s oil and natural gas. 

The U.S. backed the repressive Taliban regime for years when it was in
U.S. interests. As one U.S. diplomat put it in 1997, "The Taliban will
probably develop like the Saudis. There will be Aramco [the oil consor-
tium], pipelines, an emir, no parliament and lots of Sharia law. We can
live with that." 

The U.S. has driven the Taliban from power not because it objected to
their treatment of women or their other reactionary social policies, but

because it decided its interest will be better served by replacing them
with another set of thugs. 
Imperialism cannot bring genuine liberation to oppressed people,
because by its very nature it is driven by the economic and political
interests of the world’s most powerful countries. 

While claiming to stand for democracy and freedom, for example, the
U.S. has for decades backed undemocratic and repressive regimes
across the Middle East in order to protect its continued access to
cheap oil. 

Socialists are implacable opponents of all forms of imperialism and
national oppression, and we support all struggles for self-determina-
tion and national liberation. 

In Afghanistan and the Middle East we argue that people have the
right to determine their own future, free from outside domination. If
Afghanistan is today a "failed state," that isn’t because the Afghan
people can’t run their own lives, but because of decades of interven-
tion by outside powers--not least the U.S. 

At the same time, however, we argue that real freedom is possible only
through international working-class solidarity and the abolition of the
capitalist system itself, and in the struggle against imperialism, we
work to win others to this perspective. 

As Lenin put it: "The dialectics of history are such that small nations,
powerless as an independent factor in the struggle against imperial-
ism, play a part as one of the ferments, one of the bacilli, which help
the real anti-imperialist force, the socialist proletariat, to make its
appearance on the scene…We would be very poor revolutionaries if,
in the proletariat’s great war of liberation for socialism, we did not
know how to utilize every popular movement against every single dis-
aster imperialism brings in order to intensify and extend the crisis." 

"So what should the U.S. do?" is a question that opponents of the
occupation of Iraq are often asked. Many people agree that the U.S.
war on Iraq is unjust and that the growing violence in Iraq is further
proof that the U.S. shouldn’t be there. 

But at the same time, they think that the U.S. can’t just leave. The U.S.
has a responsibility, goes the argument, to see through what it start-
ed. To leave now would be to turn our backs on a mess that we creat-

ed. But demanding that the U.S. immediately withdraw its troops does
not mean ignoring Washington’s responsibility to the people of Iraq. 

The debt that the U.S. owes Iraq is enormous. Iraq has been devastat-
ed over the course of two wars and more than a decade of economic
sanctions that strangled the economy. The country is littered with
radioactive debris from depleted uranium weapons, a generation has
been plunged into malnutrition, and Iraq’s sophisticated medical facili-

Why We Say: U.S. Out of Iraq Now! 
By Eric Ruder



page          67

ties have seen the clock turned backward to a time when routine sur-
geries were performed without anesthesia or sterile instruments. 

This is the real legacy of the U.S. in Iraq–no matter how many times
George W. Bush claims, as he did during last week’s press conference,
that the U.S. is a "liberating power." Last year, Congress allocated an
astonishing $186 billion for the occupations of Iraq and Afghanistan--
and only $33 billion of it was for reconstruction. 

The U.S. should leave and give the rest of its military allocations--no
strings attached--to the Iraqi people. And that would still only begin to
approach what the U.S. government owes the Iraqi people. 

With the Iraqi resistance reaching new heights, Bush has been forced
into ever more tortured justifications for staying in Iraq. "I have direct-
ed our military commanders to make every preparation to use decisive
force, if necessary, to maintain order and to protect our troops," said
Bush. 

But the best way–by far–to protect U.S. troops is to bring them home
now. To justify deadly force by claiming the need to protect troops who
have no right--moral or otherwise–to be in Iraq is utterly twisted. 
When Bush lashed out at the Iraqi resistance forces, he said, "The vio-
lence we have seen is a power grab by these extreme and ruthless
elements." What a fraud! It was Bush who used lied to justify a violent
"power grab" in Iraq that has taken the lives of tens of thousands of
Iraqis. 

The Iraqi resistance to this tyranny more and more enjoys the support
of the vast majority of Iraqis, who have only become more hardened in
their opposition to the U.S. as they bear the brunt of punitive meas-
ures carried out by U.S. forces "teaching a lesson" to resistance 
fighters. 

But doesn’t the U.S. at least have an obligation to stay until elections
can be organized in Iraq? According to the Bush administration, the
practical obstacles to democratic elections are significant, requiring
the U.S. to stay for the foreseeable future until the details are worked
out. 

But the U.S. itself is chiefly responsible for delaying elections--because
it fears that the outcome won’t serve its economic and strategic goals.
"[E]ven while U.S. occupation officials were pointing to the lack of a
census as an obstacle to a vote, they were quietly vetoing a detailed
plan to conduct one in time for elections," writes Seth Ackerman of the
media watchdog group Fairness and Accuracy in Reporting. 

"In December, the New York Times revealed that census experts in the
Iraqi Planning Ministry had compiled a comprehensive proposal to
hold a national population tally followed by elections within the space
of 10 months...But the Americans secretly rejected it and never told
the Iraqi Governing Council of its existence." 

The U.S. has blocked elections from taking place because they fear the
result. So much for remaining in Iraq to promote democracy. 

The administration and its media mouthpieces have perpetuated the
myth that civil war and chaos would be the result of a U.S. withdrawal.
But chaos and the threat of civil war are the result of the occupation. 

U.S. officials played on divisions between Sunni and Shiite Muslims in
Iraq to try to prevent a united opposition–and then claimed that only
their forces were "maintaining peace" between rival groups. But this
claim rings increasingly hollow with every new example of Shiites and
Sunnis joining forces to fight back against the U.S. occupation. 

All the talk about Iraq descending into chaos without the U.S. to bring
stability amounts to a 21st-century version of the "white man’s bur-
den"–the justification for early 19th and early 20th-century colonial-
ism. At that time, every colonial power justified its domination of less
powerful countries with claims that it was bringing democracy and civi-
lization to "savages" who were "incapable" of self-rule. 

Calling for a United Nations (UN) takeover of the occupation as a
kinder, gentler alternative to the U.S. doesn’t change the insulting
notions at the core of the idea that Iraq will "descend into chaos" with-
out outside intervention. What’s more, this call ignores the reality of
whose interests the UN serves. 
In fact, the Bush administration is hoping the UN will take a major
share of the responsibility in Iraq–because Washington now feels that
a UN administration will have more credibility. Because of its dominant
influence at the UN, the U.S. can still accomplish its core goals. After
all, under the UN’s current plan, the U.S. military would stay in Iraq to
keep "law and order." And the U.S. would be in a position–as a mem-
ber of the UN Security Council–to veto any UN proposals that it didn’t
approve of. 

The history of Britain’s colonial drive to dominate Iraq in the early
20th century also teaches an important lesson about bringing in
"international institutions" to serve as a fig leaf for imperialist powers.
The British military invaded Iraq, making the same claims as the U.S. 

"Our armies do not come into your cities and lands as conquerors or
enemies, but as liberators," said Gen. Frederick Stanley Maude. But
inevitably, the Iraqi resistance to their would-be colonial masters
began. In fact, it began after the decision to bring in the League of
Nations–the precursor to the UN–and make Iraq a "mandate" instead
of a direct colonial possession of Britain. 
The U.S., the UN and all foreign troops should leave Iraq. Iraqis them-
selves should determine their political leaders, how to organize elec-
tions and how to rebuild the country. The U.S. government shouldn’t
be allowed to choose who runs Iraq. Nor should we in the antiwar
movement make any demands about this. 

We may even disagree with the politics of those who do come to gov-
ern Iraq. But that’s what self-determination means–Iraqis get to
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decide. To demand anything else of the U.S. government other than its
immediate withdrawal would give it the political justification to continue
the pursuit of its war aims–which it has always cloaked with lofty
phrases about democracy, freedom and justice. 

Opponents of the U.S. war and occupation have a responsibility to do
all we can to force our government to get out now. We don’t want
another U.S. soldier to die for oil and empire–and we want people of
Iraq to have the right to self-determination, so they, and they alone,
decide their future

Howard Zinn–the Logic of
Withdrawal 
In 1967, Howard Zinn published Vietnam: The Logic of Withdrawal to
make a simple case–that the U.S. should get out of Vietnam immedi-
ately. At the time, many antiwar activists were hesitant to make this
demand, preferring to call for "negotiations" rather than what they
considered the "impractical" position of immediate withdrawal. But
Washington did undertake negotiations–at the same time that it esca-
lated the war in the name of preserving U.S. "prestige" around the
world. 

Here, Socialist Worker reprints excerpts from Zinn’s short book that
are especially relevant to today’s antiwar movement. 

A United States military presence is a
danger to the Vietnamese and to us.
Its withdrawal is neither "abdication of
responsibility" nor "isolationism." Our
bombing and shooting are irresponsi-
ble. In the future, we can show our
responsibility by giving economic aid,
when invited... 

The United States, thus, cannot gain
anything for Vietnam by negotiating,
and it should not gain anything for
itself. Since this country does not
belong in Vietnam, it has no moral
basis for negotiating any status for
itself–certainly not military bases or
troops; Vietnam has had enough of
that... 

For the United States to withdraw unilaterally, leaving the negotiations
to the various groups in Vietnam, would avoid the present impasse
over negotiations. This impasse is founded on a set of psychological
realities which protract the war. The National Liberation Front, imbued
with the spirit of patriots driving off an invading army, is willing to con-
tinue its guerrilla tactics until the United States is worn down. 
Besides, the Geneva experience taught it to distrust international
agreements; it is confident of its skill in the jungles of Vietnam, not so
confident it can outmaneuver great powers at conference tables...

Many critics of our policy, who know very well that the United States
should leave Vietnam, do not want to ask for immediate and unilateral
withdrawal. 

This is not because they find powerful reasons against it, but because
it is not a good "tactic," not "popular," not acceptable to the president
and his staff. I believe this is based on a false notion of how political
decisions are made–the notion that citizens must directly persuade
the president by the soundness of their arguments. 

This makes two assumptions which I think are unfounded. One is that
the interests of the citizens and the
president are the same, so that if
they both think straight, they will be
led to the same conclusions...The
other assumption is that the presi-
dent is a rational being who can be
persuaded by rational arguments. 

We have seen–and our recent foreign
policy illustrates it–how our highest
officials have become the victims of
the myths which they themselves help
to perpetuate. The so-called "real-
ists" who urge us to speak softly and
so persuade the president are work-
ing against the reality, which is that
the president responds to self-inter-
est rather than to rational argument. 

Citizens can create a new self-interest for the president by persuading
enough of their fellow citizens, who will then make enough of a com-
motion to "persuade" the president that he had better make a change.
This cannot be effectively done by a citizenry which says only half of
what it believes, which dilutes its passion and surrenders its moral fer-
vor. If enough people speak for withdrawal, it can become politically
feasible. 

Reprinted with permission from Howard Zinn and South End Press. 
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The web site of the Anti-Defamation League defines Zionism as:

[T]he Jewish national movement of rebirth and renewal in the land of
Israel–the historical birthplace of the Jewish people. The yearning to
return to Zion, the biblical term for both the Land of Israel and
Jerusalem, has been the cornerstone of Jewish religious life since the
Jewish exile from the land two thousand years ago…. Zionism, the
national aspiration of the Jewish people to a homeland, is to the Jewish
people what the liberation movements of Africa and Asia have been to
their peoples…a vindication of the fundamental concepts of the equal-
ity of nations and of self-determination. To question the Jewish peo-
ple’s right to national existence and freedom is…to deny to the Jewish
people the right accorded to every other people on this globe.1

We need to ask: What kind of national liberation movement allies itself
in every case and at every moment in its history with the powers of
world imperialism? What national liberation struggle built its very exis-
tence on the colonization of another people, on the obliteration of that
people’s history, their culture, and their land? The founding fathers of
Zionism were much more honest about what they stood for. Over and
over, one word appears in their writing: not national "liberation," but
"colonization." Vladimir Jabotinsky, one of the founding fathers of the
Zionist movement, wrote in 1923:

[It is the] iron law of every colonizing movement, a law which knows of
no exceptions, a law which existed in all times and under all circum-
stances. If you wish to colonize a land in which people are already liv-
ing, you must provide a garrison on your behalf. Or else–or else, give
up your colonization, for without an armed force which will render
physically impossible any attempts to destroy or prevent this coloniza-
tion, colonization is impossible, not "difficult," not "dangerous" but
impossible!... Zionism is a colonizing adventure and therefore it stands
or falls by the question of armed force. It is important to build, it is
important to speak Hebrew, but, unfortunately, it is even more impor-
tant to be able to shoot–or else I am through with playing at coloniza-
tion.2

Even among today’s peace activists who call for an end to Israel’s 35-
year occupation of the West Bank and Gaza, there is still a general
assumption that Zionism itself is a legitimate movement and that the
State of Israel must be defended. The organization Americans for
Peace Now issued this statement in December 2001:

[C]ontinued Israeli occupation of the West Bank and Gaza Strip will,
within one generation, mean the end to Israel as a democratic state
with a Jewish majority.…

This scenario would be a nightmare for Israel and all of us who sup-
port the Jewish state. It is not the Zionist vision for Israel’s future for
which APN, or the majority of Jews and Israelis, have fought for gener-
ations.3

These activists are right to oppose the occupation. But they fail to rec-
ognize that the current occupation of the West Bank and Gaza is a
continuation of the process of occupation and colonization of Palestine
that began with the first Zionist settlers in the 19th century. The entire
state of Israel occupies stolen land that is backed up with armed force.
Sharon’s military invasions, the massacres of Palestinians in Jenin, the
widespread call for the "transfer" (i.e. ethnic cleansing) of Palestinians
in Israel today, are not aberrations from the Zionist project but are
absolutely consistent with "the Zionist vision for Israel’s future for
which…the majority of Jews and Israelis have fought for generations."

The roots of Zionism
Zionism is not a "two thousand year old yearning," but a modern
movement that was born in the last quarter of the 19th century. The
development of Zionism as a political movement was entirely a product
of European society in the age of imperialism and it is impossible to
understand outside of this context. Zionism was one response–the
nationalist response–of a section of Jews to the resurgence of anti-
Semitism in Europe.

Modern Jewish history begins with the French Revolution. In the wake
of its revolutionary ideals of "liberty, equality and brotherhood," Jews
won emancipation throughout Western Europe. The old ghetto walls
were torn down. Jews gained new civil rights, and were able to join
professions that had been closed to them for generations. The vast
majority of European Jews welcomed emancipation. They wanted to be
able to assimilate and participate as equal members in society.

But emancipation never reached Eastern Europe, where the majority
of the world’s Jewish population lived. In the Tsarist Empire, Jews lived
in poverty and isolation, confined to industrially undeveloped areas in
Poland and the Ukraine called the Pale of Settlement. There was no
heavy industry in the Pale so most Jews worked in small shops or were
part of the permanently unemployed. Life in the Pale was punctuated
by the bloody pogroms–violent race riots against Jewish communities
that were stoked by government officials and local police. The Russian
revolutionary Leon Trotsky described the pogroms of 1905:
A hundred of Russia’s towns and townlets were transformed into hells.
A veil of smoke was drawn across the sun. Fires devoured entire
streets with their houses and inhabitants. This was the old order’s
revenge for its humiliation….4

Everyone knows about a coming pogrom in advance. Pogrom procla-
mations are distributed, bloodthirsty articles come out in the official
Provincial Gazettes, sometimes a special newspaper begins to
appear.… To start with, a few windows are smashed, a few passers-by 
beaten up; the wreckers enter every tavern on their way and drink,
drink, drink. The band never stops playing "God Save the Tsar," that

hymn of the pogroms….
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Patrols armed with police revolvers make sure that the anger of the
crowd is not paralyzed by fear… If any resistance is offered, regular
troops come to the rescue. With two or three volleys they shoot down
the resisters or render them powerless by not allowing them within
range. Protected in the front and rear by army patrols, with a cossack
detachment for reconnaissance, with policemen and professional
provocateurs as leaders, with mercenaries filling the secondary roles,
with volunteers out for easy profit, the gang rushes through the town,
drunk on vodka and the smell of blood.…

A trembling slave an hour ago, hounded by police and starvation, [the
rioter] now feels himself an unlimited despot. Everything is allowed to
him, he is capable of anything, he is the master of property and honor,
of life and death. If he wants to, he can throw an old woman out of a
third- floor window together with a grand piano, he can smash a chair
against a baby’s head, rape a little girl while the entire crowd looks on,
hammer a nail into a living human body.… He exterminates whole
families, he pours petrol over a house, transforms it into a mass of
flames, and if anyone attempts to escape, he finishes him off with a
cudgel.…There exist no tortures, figments of a feverish brain mad-
dened by alcohol and fury, at which he need ever stop. He is capable
of anything, he dares everything. God save the Tsar!5

The rise of industrial capitalism across Europe did not bring with it an
end to anti-Semitism. On the contrary, the system’s violent economic
booms and slumps created a climate in which Jews became easy
scapegoats for the immiseration of the population. The 1880s saw a
resurgence of anti-Semitism in Europe, both East and West. Over the
next three decades, more than five million Jews left Eastern Europe.
Most of these refugees went to Western Europe or to the United
States. Significantly, only a few thousand chose to go to Palestine. In
Western Europe, a prolonged economic crisis in the 1870s also led to
a revival of anti-Semitism. Jews who had been safe and prosperous in
those countries for over a generation were shocked to find themselves
targets of this virulent racism. For many it shattered their faith in the
capitalist system and set them on the road for alternatives. Millions of
Jews joined the rising revolutionary socialist movements. The revival of
anti-Semitism also provided the context for Zionism to grow.

Until the 1880s, the Zionist movement consisted of a handful of fanati-
cal religious sects. Jews who were enjoying the fruits of emancipation
felt no need for religious utopias. For example, in 1862, Moses Hess, a
Marxist-turned-Zionist wrote a book called Rome and Jerusalem. It’s
now considered a Zionist classic, but at the time of its publication,
most Jews, if they heard about Hess at all dismissed him as a crank. In
its first year the book it sold only 160 copies and the publisher had to
ask Hess to buy back the remaining copies!6

The revival of anti-Semitism was epitomized by the Dreyfus Affair, in
which the French government framed and convicted a Jewish army offi-
cer for treason. The 1894 trial of Captain Alfred Dreyfus launched an
international movement against anti-Semitism. But for an Austrian jour-
nalist named Theodor Herzl, who covered the trial in France, the

Dreyfus Affair meant that no matter how assimilated Jews were in soci-
ety, they would never be safe until they had a state of their own. In
1896, Herzl published The State of the Jews, the manifesto for a new
political Zionist movement.

"An outpost of civilization against barbarism"
Herzl’s "political Zionism" was secular and pragmatic. He argued that
the Jewish state could only be built under the patronage of one of the
imperialist powers. Because the Jews would inevitably be a minority
wherever they settled, and since they would incur the hostility of what-
ever indigenous population they were colonizing, they could not suc-
ceed without the big guns of a big imperialist power backing them up.
In fact, Palestine was only one of several territories Herzl considered
for colonization. Argentina, Uganda, Cyprus, and even a couple of
states in the Midwest of the United States were discussed as possible
locations for the Jewish state. But the religious faction in the Zionist
movement fought hard for Palestine and Herzl, never one to miss the
power of a symbol, agreed that the ancient Jewish "homeland" would
give the movement more emotional power.

However, defining feature of Zionism was not the choice of Palestine,
but the Zionists’ willingness to ally with European imperialism to
achieve its goals. Herzl rejected the most progressive ideals of the
19th century–democracy, socialism, republicanism–and embraced the
most reactionary– monarchy, nationalism, chauvinism, and racism.
Zionism identified with the imperialist powers who carved up the globe,
and accepted racist ideas about the "civilizing" virtues of colonization
and "the white man’s burden" that made up the ideology of the capi-
talist class. In The State of the Jews, Hertzl wrote,

The unthinking might, for example, imagine that this exodus would
have to take its way from civilization into the desert. That is not so! It
will be carried out entirely in the framework of civilization. We shall not
revert to a lower stage, we shall rise to a higher one. We shall not
dwell in mud huts; we shall build new, and more beautiful, more mod-
ern houses, and possess them in safety.… We should there form a
part of a wall of defense for Europe in Asia, an outpost of civilization
against barbarism…. [Europe] would have to guarantee our exis-
tence.7

Today the media like to say that Israel is the only democracy in the
Middle East. But democracy was not the political system that Herzl
envisioned for the Jewish State. Even a historian sympathetic to
Zionism admits, "He preferred a democratic monarchy, or an aristo-
cratic republic. Nations were not yet fit for unlimited democracy.…
Politics would have to take shape in the upper strata of the new socie-
ty and work downwards."8

Throughout his career, Herzl was deeply impressed by the power and
authority of kings. After a meeting with the German Kaiser, Herzl wrote
in his diary that the Kaiser "has truly imperial eyes–I have never seen
such eyes. A remarkable bold, inquisitive soul shows in them."9 And it
is clear from his diaries that Herzl saw himself taking his place among
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the European rulers at the head of a Jewish state. He once wrote, with
typical humility,

On Sunday, while I sat on the platform…I saw and heard the rising of
my legend. The people are sentimental; the masses do not see clear-
ly…. A light mist has begun to beat about me, which will perhaps
deepen into a cloud in the midst of which I shall walk.…[A]t least they
understand that I mean well by them, I am the man of the poor.10

Zionism and the Jews
If one of the defining features of Zionism was its identification with
imperial power, aother was the way Herzl and founders of the move-
ment viewed the very Jews they claimed to represent. The writings of
Herzl and his colleague, Max Nordau, are littered with descriptions of
European Jews as parasites, social diseases, germs, aliens. They were
frustrated and bewildered that most Jews wanted to assimilate and live
in their countries of birth. To these men who worshipped power and
privilege, the desperate poverty of the Jews of Eastern Europe was a
sign of weakness in the Jewish character.

Nordau wrote,

I contemplate with horror the future development of this race of
(assimilated Jews of Europe) which is sustained morally by no tradition,
whose soul is poisoned with hostility to both its own and to strange
blood, and whose self-respect is destroyed through the ever-present
consciousness of a fundamental lie.… This is the picture of the Jewish
people at the end of the nineteenth century. To sum up: the majority
of Jews are a race of accursed beggars.11

Nordau’s repulsive views flowed quite logically from Zionism’s basic
assumptions about Jews. Zionists accepted the 19th century view that
anti-Semitism–in fact all racial difference–was a permanent feature of
human nature. For this reason it was pointless to struggle against it.
The solution for Jews was to form a state and convince the European
world that Jews belonged to the class of the "superior" colonizers, not
to that of the colonized. It was a very short jump from this belief to
concluding that Jews themselves were the cause of anti-Semitism.
Herzl accepted the idea that Jews were an economic burden on socie-
ty, that their very presence provoked violence from the rest of society:

Wherever [the Jewish Question] does not exist, it is brought in togeth-
er with Jewish immigrants. We are naturally drawn into those places
where we are not persecuted and our appearance there gives rise to
persecution. This is the case, and will inevitably be so, everywhere.…
The unfortunate Jews are now carrying the seeds of anti-Semitism into
England; they have already introduced it into America.… [But once
Jews go to Palestine] the countries of emigration will rise to a new
prosperity. There will be an inner migration of Christian citizens in to
the positions relinquished by Jews. The outflow will be gradual, without
any disturbance, and its very inception means the end of anti-
Semitism.… Once we begin to execute the plan, anti-Semitism will
cease at once and everywhere.… It is the relief from the old burden,
under which all have suffered.12

Zionism and imperialism
To acquire the land for his state, Herzl was willing to beg from the
table of every imperialist power, no matter how criminal. He courted
them all–the German Kaiser, the Turks, the Russian Tsar, and the
British Empire. In 1896, Herzl entered into negotiations with the
Turkish Sultan of the Ottoman Empire, which had ruled over Palestine
for more than five hundred years. Herzl offered the Sultan a deal–in
exchange for giving Palestine to the Jews, the Zionist movement would
help soften world condemnation of Turkey for its genocidal campaign
against the Armenians. He even pledged to meet with Armenian lead-
ers to convince them to call off their resistance struggle! In his diary,
Herzl wrote,

[The Sultan] could and would receive me as a friend–after I had ren-
dered him a service.… For one thing I am to influence the European
press…to handle the Armenian question in a spirit more friendly to
the Turks: for another, I am to induce the Armenian leaders directly to
submit to him, whereupon he will make all sorts of concessions to
them.… I immediately told [Hamid’s agent] that I was ready a me
mettre en campagne [to start my campaign.]13

As it turned out, the Sultan rejected the offer. But as historian Lenni
Brenner notes,

It would have occurred to no one else in the broad Jewish world to
have tried to hinder or interfere with the Armenians in their struggle;
nor would anyone have thought to support Turkey in any of its wars,
and in the end Zionism gained nothing by its actions. But what was
demonstrated, early in its history, was that there were no criteria of
ordinary humanism that the World Zionist Organization considered
itself bound to respect.14

Herzl never met a butcher he didn’t like, even if they were guilty of
slaughtering Jews. In 1903, he went to the Russian Tsar to see if he
could convince Russia to pressure the Ottomans into handing over
Palestine. In an infamous meeting, Herzl actually sat down with Count
von Plehve, the organizer of the pogroms, the butcher of Jews. Herzl
argued with von Plehve that Zionism was the solution to Russia’s
"Jewish problem," namely, the enormous number of Jews who were
flooding into revolutionary organizations. Herzl later recalled that he
told von Plehve "Help me reach land sooner and the revolt will end.
And so will the defection to the socialists."15

Herzl kept his end of the bargain. A member of the Russian Social
Revolutionary party, Chaim Zhitlovsky, recalled what Hertzl told him
soon after the meeting:

I have just come from Plehve. I have his positive, binding promise that
in 15 years, at the maximum, he will effectuate for us a charter for
Palestine. But this is tied to one condition: the Jewish revolutionaries
shall cease their struggle against the Russian government. If in 15
years from the time of the agreement Plehve does not effectuate the
charter, they become free again to do what they consider necessary.16

Zhitlovsky gave a brilliant response that epitomizes the revolutionary
socialist position on Zionism. He told Herzl,
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We Jewish revolutionaries, even the most national among us, are not
Zionists, and do not believe that Zionism is able to resolve our prob-
lem. To transfer the Jewish people from Russia to Eretz-Israel is, in our
eyes, a utopia, and because a utopia, we will not renounce the paths
upon which we have embarked–the path of revolutionary struggle
against the Russian government, which should also lead to the free-
dom of the Jewish people…. The situation of Zionism is already dubi-
ous enough by the very fact of its standing aloof from the revolution.
Its situation in Jewish life would become impossible if it could be shown
that it undertakes positive steps to damage the Jewish revolutionary
struggle.17

Herzl’s meeting with von Plehve turned out to be a tactical disaster,
alienating the very Russian Jews he was trying to recruit to the move-
ment. Chaim Weizmann, president of the World Zionist Organization,
later wrote "I…believed that the step was not only humiliating, but
utterly pointless.… Nothing came, naturally, of Herzl’s ‘cordial’ conver-
sations with von Plehve, nothing, that is, except disillusionment and
deeper despair, and a deeper division between the Zionists and the
revolutionaries."18 Weizmann wrote to Herzl with alarm,

In general West European Jewry thinks that the majority of East
European Jewish youth belongs to the Zionist camp. Unfortunately, the
contrary is true. The lions-share of the youth is anti-Zionist, not from
an assimilationist point of view as in West Europe, but rather as a
result of their revolutionary mood.

It is impossible to describe how many became the victims of police
oppression because of membership in the Jewish Social
Democracy–they are sent to jail and left to rot in Siberia; 5,000 are
under state surveillance…and I am not speaking only of the youth of
the proletariat.… Almost the entire Jewish student body stands firmly
behind the revolutionary camp…and all this is accompanied by a dis-
taste for Jewish nationalism which borders on self-hatred.19

A land without a people?
Herzl’s movement held its first congress in Basel Switzerland in 1897.
After that, waves of Zionist pioneers started migrating into Palestine.
They came to colonize, but not along the lines of traditional colonial-
ism where the big power conquers a land to create new markets for
itself, acquire more resources and exploit the indigenous population as
a cheap source of labor. The Zionists did not come to exploit the
Arabs but to completely replace them. The goal was to create an
exclusively Jewish state with a Jewish majority. In order to achieve this,
the Zionists had to destroy the Palestinian economy, steal the land,
drive the Arabs out of the labor market, and erase the very memory
they’d even been there. This meant carrying out a war on a number of
fronts, reflected in the three slogans of the pioneer Zionists: "conquest
of land," "conquest of labor," and "produce of the land."20

By "conquest of land," they meant buy and steal as much Arab land as
possible; by "conquest of labor," they meant force Jewish landowners
to employ Jewish-only labor and organize Jewish-only trade unions to

dominate the labor market; and by "produce of the land"–boycott and
physically harass Arab farms and businesses to drive them out.

Thus the absurdity of the Zionist saying that Palestine was "a land
without a people for a people without a land." Every Zionist knew that
the main obstacle to founding their state was that the land they want-
ed for themselves was already inhabited. Arab Palestine was a flour-
ishing society with an ancient history and culture. There were over
1,000 villages, thriving towns, abundant citrus and olive groves, irriga-
tion systems, crafts, and textiles. Zionists had to obliterate all traces of
this society if they were to build a new one. As the Israeli minister of
defense, Moshe Dayan, admitted in a speech to Israeli students in
1969:

We came here to a country that was populated by Arabs, and we are
building here a Hebrew, Jewish state. Instead of Arab villages, Jewish
villages were established. You do not even know the names of these
villages and I do not blame you, because these geography books no
longer exist. Not only the books, but all the villages do not exist.

Nahalal was established in place of Mahalul, Gevat in place of Jibta,
Sarid in the place of Hanifas and Kafr Yehoushu’a in the place of Tel
Shamam. There is not a single settlement…not established in the
place of a former Arab village.21

"The iron wall of English bayonets"
The First World War and the Russian Revolution caused the collapse of
Herzl’s three beloved patrons, the Ottoman Empire, the German
Kaiser, and Russian Tsarism. Though the Zionists played all sides
covertly during the war, the more farsighted leaders anticipated that
Britain would emerge as the dominant imperialist power from the war.
Weizmann stated as early as 1914, "We can reasonably say that
should Palestine fall within the British sphere of influence, and should
Britain encourage Jewish settlement there, as a British dependency, we
could have in twenty to thirty years a million Jews out there, perhaps
more; they would develop the country, bring back civilization to it and
form a very effective guard for the Suez Canal."22

When the war ended, Palestine became a British colony and the
Zionists found they shared many interests with their new colonial mas-
ters. In 1917 Britain issued the Balfour Declaration, which was the
first official recognition of the Zionist settlements in Palestine. Under
the British Mandate Government, Britain privileged the small Jewish
population over the Palestinians. In 1917 there were 56,000 Jews in
Palestine and 644,000 Palestinian Arabs. Still Britain gave Jewish capi-
tal 90 percent of concessions for projects like building roads and
power plants and by 1935, Zionists owned 872 out of the 1,212
industrial firms in Palestine.23

The British ruling class, which was rabidly anti-Semitic, had its own
reasons for this support. Out of the First World War, Arab nationalism
had emerged as a major threat to domination of the Middle East and
Britain hoped that Zionists could be a useful force for policing the
Arabs. But Winston Churchill gave another reason for supporting
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Zionism–defeat of the left wing "International Jews." In an astoundingly
anti-Semitic article titled "Zionism versus Bolshevism," Churchill wrote,

First there are the Jews who, dwelling in every country throughout the
world, identify themselves with that country, enter into its national life
and, while adhering faithfully to their own religion, regard themselves
as citizens in the fullest sense of the State which has received them.…

In violent opposition to all this sphere of Jewish effort rise the schemes
of the International Jews.… This movement among the Jews is not
new. From the days of Spartacus…to those of Karl Marx, and down to
Trotsky (Russia), Bela Kun (Hungary), Rosa Luxemburg (Germany),
and Emma Goldman (United States), this world-wide conspiracy for the
overthrow of civilization and for the reconstitution of society on the
basis of arrested development, of envious malevolence, and impossible
equality, has been steadily growing.…

It becomes, therefore, specially important to foster and develop any
strongly-marked Jewish movement which leads directly away from
these fatal associations. And it is here that Zionism has such a deep
significance for the whole world at the present time.… [S]hould there
be created in our own lifetime by the banks of the Jordan a Jewish
State under the protection of the British Crown, which might comprise
three or four millions of Jews, an event would have occurred in the his-
tory of the world which would, from every point of view, be beneficial,
and would be especially in harmony with the truest interests of the
British Empire.24

In 1936, the Palestinians began the Great Uprising against British and
Zionist colonization. The Uprising lasted three years and was only
defeated by savage British repression–drawing in at some points half
the British military.25 It gave the Zionists another opportunity to prove
their worth to England. Zionists organized the armed militias called the
Haganah and the paramilitary units, which played an important sup-
porting role in crushing the revolt. They also took advantage of the
Arab general strike to gain control of new sectors of the economy,
replacing more Arab owners and workers with Jews. The British mili-
tary repression was so severe that it left the Arab population demoral-
ized and exhausted for many years.

This cleared the field for the Zionists to focus on the last remaining
obstacle to a Jewish state: the British Mandate itself. After all, the
Zionists were colonizers, and had no intention of remaining subjects in
someone else’s colony. In 1945, they declared war on the British and
drove them out. In 1947, the United Nations imposed its criminal par-
tition of Palestine, which granted the majority of the land to the minori-
ty of Jewish settlers. For the Zionists, this was a green light to begin a
terrible war of ethnic cleansing. In 1948, through systematic terror
and murder, they drove 800,000 Palestinians off their land and found-
ed the state of Israel on the ruins of destroyed Arab Palestine.

"I would not accept Arabs in my trade union"
Many of the leaders like Herzl were extremely hostile to socialism. But
marxism was enormously influential in the Jewish communities of
Eastern Europe. If Zionism was going to build in that kind of atmos-

phere, it had to make some accommodation to the mood. Ber
Borochov was the father of the movement called "proletarian Zionism,"
which as its name implies, tried to synthesize Marxism and Jewish
nationalism. Borochov’s supposedly Marxist analysis was that, because
the Jewish proletariat of Eastern Europe worked in economically mar-
ginal jobs, they had no social power as workers. Therefore they were
powerless to effect change in Russia. Thus, Jewish workers needed to
go build their own nation where they could become a "real" proletariat
organized in the real centers of production. Only then could they make
a socialist revolution. In the meantime, they might have to make some
alliances, temporarily of course, with Jewish capitalists. Really this was
just giving a pseudo-Marxist gloss to the same pessimistic message
that Zionism is all about–you can’t fight here at home against oppres-
sion, you must organize to go to Palestine and build the state.

The organization Borochov founded, the Workers of Zion (Po’ale Zion)
actually played a reactionary role in the Russian labor movement.
Zionists in the unions argued against any united action with non-Jewish
workers, which in effect put them in the position of strikebreakers.
Here was a party claiming to represent Jewish workers that opposed
the struggles of Jewish workers! In 1901, members of the Bund, the
Jewish revolutionary organization that was bitterly hostile to Zionism,
organized to drive the Zionists of their unions, "informing them that,
since they lived in Pinsk and not Palestine, such talk in Pinsk was
objectively class-treason, as the Jewish workers of Pinsk, were, quite
definitely, engaged in a desperate class struggle with the capitalists
and the police," writes Brenner.26

In Palestine, the "socialist Zionists" built organizations that were
invaluable to the process of colonization. They founded the Histadrut,
the Jewish-only trade union federation, which organized the exclusion
of Arab workers from the job market. They started the kibbutzim, the
agricultural collectives that built exclusively Jewish settlements on Arab
land and defended those settlements with arms. The reality of "Zionist
Marxism" is that it had to stretch Marxism beyond all recognition to
justify its colonial project. David Hacohen, a Labor Party leader,
recalled the ideological difficulties in 1969:

I had to fight my friends on the issue of Jewish socialism, to defend the
fact that I would not accept Arabs in my trade union, the Histadrut; to
defend preaching to housewives that they not buy at Arab stores; to
defend the fact that we stood guard at orchards to prevent Arab work-
ers from getting jobs there.… To pour kerosene on Arab tomatoes, to
attack Jewish housewives in the markets and smash the Arab eggs
they had bought; to praise to the skies the Kereen Kayemet [Jewish
Fund] that sent Hankin to Beirut to buy land from absentee effendi
[landlords] and to throw the fellahin [Arab peasants] off the land–to
buy dozens of dunams from an Arab is permitted, but to sell, god for-
bid, one Jewish dunam to an Arab is prohibited; to take Rothschild, the
incarnation of capitalism, as a socialist and to name him the "benefac-
tor"–to do all that was not easy.27
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"The iron wall of Jewish bayonets"
If the Jewish-only trade unions and kibbutzim were the organizations of
the Zionist "left," then Revisionism under the leadership of Vladimir
Jabotinsky formed the right wing of the movement. Jabotinsky called
his faction Revisionism because it "revised" what he saw as the weak-
nesses of the movement, its willingness to negotiate with British impe-
rialism, to accept concessions on key questions like immigration and
land seizure. In particular, Jabotinsky was quite open and blunt about
how Zionists should deal with "the Arab question":

Thus we conclude that we cannot promise anything to the Arabs of the
Land of Israel or the Arab countries. Their voluntary agreement is out
of the question. Hence those who hold that an agreement with the
natives is an essential condition for Zionism can now say "no" and
depart from Zionism. Zionist colonization, even the most restricted,
must either be terminated or carried out in defiance of the will of the
native population. This colonization can, therefore, continue and devel-
op only under the protection of a force independent of the local popu-
lation–an iron wall which the native population cannot break through.
This is, in toto, our policy towards the Arabs. To formulate it any other
way would only be hypocrisy.28

To the hackneyed reproach that this point of view is unethical, I answer
‘absolutely untrue.’ This is our ethic. There is no other ethic. As long
as there is the faintest spark of hope for the Arabs to impede us, they
will not sell these hopes–not for any sweet words nor for any tasty
morsel, because this is not a rabble but a people, a living people. And
no people makes such enormous concessions on such fateful ques-
tions, except when there is no hope left, until we have removed every
opening visible in the Iron Wall.29

Revisionists were openly sympathetic to fascism. Betar, the Revisionist
youth movement, admired Mussolini. They wore brown shirts and did
the fascist salute.30 The Revisionist newspaper carried a regular col-
umn called "From the Notebook of a Fascist," and on one occasion
when Jabotinsky came to Palestine, the newspaper ran a column called
"On the arrival of our Duce."31 In 1933 a columnist wrote, "Social
democrats of all stripes believe that Hitler’s movement is an empty
shell [but] we believe that there is both a shell and a kernel. The anti-
Semitic shell is to be discarded, but not the anti-Marxist kernel."32

The Labor Zionists tried at times to distance themselves from the
actions of the extremist paramilitaries. But when the time came for
united action they showed that their squabbles were all in the family.
As Jabotinsky put it, "Force must play its role–with strength and with-
out indulgence. In this, there are no meaningful differences between
our militarists and our vegetarians. One prefers an Iron Wall of Jewish
bayonets; the other an Iron Wall of English bayonets."33

It was Jabotinsky who founded the Haganah, and the Revisionists who
formed the paramilitary organizations, the Irgun, as well as the fascist
Stern Gang. In 1945 the Revisionists and the Labor Zionists united to
form the "Resistance Movement" to wage war against the British and
then the Palestinians. The Irgun and the Stern Gang were responsible

for the infamous massacre in the village of Dir Yassin in 1948. At least
until the 1980s, veterans of the Irgun still returned to Dir Yassin to
commemorate their "heroism."34

Zionism and the Holocaust
Zionism’s most powerful claim to legitimacy is that the State of Israel is
necessary to prevent another Holocaust. The legacy of the Holocaust
is brought out to justify every atrocity committed by Israel. But it is
precisely the record of how the Jewish Agency (the government of the
pre-state Jewish settlements in Palestine) responded to the Holocaust
that provides the most damning evidence against Zionism.

To the leaders of the Jewish Agency, the rise of fascism had a definite
upside. Menahem Ussishkin told a Zionist Executive meeting, "There is
something positive in their tragedy and that is that Hitler oppressed
them as a race and not as a religion. Had he done the latter, half the
Jews in Germany would simply have converted to Christianity."35 In
1934, Labor Zionist Moshe Beilinson went to Germany and reported
back to the Labor Party, "The streets are paved with more money than
we have ever dreamed of in the history of our Zionist enterprise. Here
is an opportunity to build and flourish like none we have ever had or
ever will have."36 Specifically, "the opportunity" meant the potential for
thousands of new immigrants and their assets to come flooding into
Palestine.

However, Zionist officials were quite blunt in stating that they didn’t
want all the refugees from Hitler’s Holocaust. They didn’t want the bur-
den of absorbing millions of impoverished sick refugees who had no
ideological passion for Palestine. The Agency only wanted young,
healthy Jews who could come over and work and fight and build the
state. As Israeli historian Tom Segev writes,

Urban life was, in their [Zionist leaders] eyes, a symptom of social and
moral degeneration; returning to the land would give birth to the ‘new
man’ they hoped to create in Palestine. In parceling out the immigra-
tion certificates, they therefore gave preference to those who could
play a role in their program for building the country. They preferred
healthy young Zionists.37

The German Immigrants Association in Palestine actually complained in
1934 that the Zionist organizations in Berlin weren’t being selective
enough about who they were sending. Its letter of complaint stated in
part, ‘The human material coming from Germany is getting worse and
worse."38 It even returned some of the refugees to Germany who they
felt would be too much of a burden.

The Rescue Committee of the Jewish Agency wrote a private memoran-
dum in 1943 about the prospects for their work. When this was writ-
ten, it still could have been possible to save millions of Jews from
Hitler’s "Final Solution." But they didn’t even try.

Whom to save: Should we help everyone in need, without regard to the
quality of the people? Should we not give this activity a Zionist-national
character and try foremost to save those who can be of use to the
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Land of Israel and to Jewry? I understand that it seems cruel to put
the question in this form, but unfortunately we must state that if we
are able to save only 10,000 people from among 50,000 who can
contribute to build the country…as against saving a million Jews who
will be a burden, or at best an apathetic element, we must restrain
ourselves and save the 10,000 that can be saved from among the
50,000–despite the accusations and pleas of a million."39

Was this position unethical? To paraphrase Jabotinsky, this was their
ethic–there was no other ethic. To the Zionists, the needs of the
Jewish State came first, second, and last.

The refugees who did make it to Palestine were treated with contempt
by the press and public. They were seen as passive victims whose
families perished because they failed to stand up for themselves.
Everyone knew that most of the refugees, if they had had a choice,
would never have come to Palestine at all. The Labor Party newspa-
per, Davar, published an article saying that the Holocaust was "punish-
ment from heaven" for the European Jews for not choosing
Palestine.40 One German immigrant wrote into the German language
press, "We have seen Germany’s nationalism gone mad and we trem-
bled; we are on the road to a similar situation here."41

The Zionists took these sick, devastated refugees and sent them into
the kibbutzim–on the frontlines of the war against the Palestinians.
Tom Segev describes,

In 1949 David Ben-Gurion toyed with the idea of sending immigrants
to work on development projects under a military or "paramilitary" reg-
imen, in order to get rid of the "demoralizing material" among them
and to give them occupational training, mastery of Hebrew and
"national discipline".… The plan, never activated, was often discussed.
Eight out of ten Israelis in 1949 said that the concentration of immi-
grants in the cities endangered the country’s economic and social
structure; nine out of ten said the immigrants should be "directed" to
the agricultural settlements and slightly more than half said they
should be "forced" to go to the settlements.… Ha’aretz…contended
that the immigrants were "not taking seriously the obligations they
took upon themselves before their immigration; and accused them of
not feeling any ‘personal responsibility’ for the Zionist enterprise."42

"Why have you done nothing?"
The bottom line was that the Jewish Agency in Palestine had many
opportunities to rescue tens of thousands of Jews and perhaps more.
But they sabotaged proposal after proposal, choosing to spend their
money on land settlements instead of rescue. David Ben-Gurion, the
first prime minister of Israel, said, "It is the job of Zionism not to save
the remnant of Israel in Europe but rather to save the land of Israel
for the Jewish people and the Yishuv."43

Chaim Weizmann, the first president of Israel, was even more blunt:
"The hopes of Europe’s six million Jews are centered on emigration. I
was asked: ‘Can you bring six million Jews to Palestine?’ I replied

‘No.’… From the depths of the tragedy I want to save…young people
[for Palestine]. The old ones will pass. They will bear their fate or they
will not. They are dust, economic and moral dust in a cruel
world…Only the branch of the young shall survive. They have to have
to accept it."44

In the 1950s, a dramatic court case in Israel revealed that the Zionists
had acted with criminal neglect–if not outright complicity–in the
destruction of Hungarian Jewry.45 Evidence produced at the trial
showed that Rudolph Kastner, a top official in the Israeli Labor Party,
and the person in charge of the Rescue Committee in Hungary during
the war, had actively collaborated with the Nazis. Kastner negotiated
with Nazi official Adolph Eichmann (the architect of the Holocaust)to
get a approval for a "VIP train" of 1,685 Hungarian Jews to leave
Hungary safely. Kastner personally selected the passengers for the
train, which included several hundred people from his hometown and a
dozen members of his family. He worked with SS Officer Kurt Becher to
make the financial arrangements.

In exchange for the safe passage of the train, Kastner agreed not to
warn the Jews of Hungary (whose rescue was in his hands) about
Hitler’s plans for their extermination and not to take any action to pro-
tect them. Worse, he helped to deceive Hungarian Jews, convincing
them that they were simply being relocated. After the war, Kastner tes-
tified at the Nuremberg trials on Becher’s behalf, which resulted in
Becher, murderer of half a million Hungarian Jews, going free. Most
damning of all, it became clear that Kastner had not acted alone, but
that his plan for the VIP train had the support of the highest leaders
of the Jewish Agency. Segev describes the findings of the Israeli court
that,
Kastner knew the Nazis intended to exterminate Hungarian Jewry but
kept the information from the members of the community. Had he
warned them in time, they might have been able to flee to Romania or
organize armed resistance. Since they did not know what awaited
them, they boarded the death trains without resistance.… He had
been given the VIP train in exchange for his silence.46

Toward the end of the war a staunch anti-Zionist named Rabbi Dov
Michael Weissmandel met with high-level Nazi officials to make a des-
perate deal. The Nazis knew they were losing the war and needed
cash. They told Weismandel that the remaining Jews could buy their
freedom for a large sum of money. The Nazis gave Weissmandel a
deadline to come up with that money. Weissmandel flooded the Zionist
organizations with his pleas. But they chose to do nothing. The dead-
line passed. In an agonizing letter to the Jewish Agency, Weissmandel
wrote,

Why have you done nothing until now? Who is guilty of this frightful
negligence? Are you not guilty, our Jewish brothers: you who have the
greatest good fortune in the world–liberty?… Twelve thousand
Jews–men, women, and children, old men, infants, healthy and sick
ones, are to be suffocated daily.… Their destroyed hearts cry out to
you for help as they bewail your cruelty.47
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The socialist alternative
The Nazis murdered the Jewish revolutionary left in Europe; they wiped
out its best leaders and organizations. It was these socialists and
communists who organized the underground resistance to fascism in
countries across Europe, who fought bravely to defend the Warsaw
Ghetto against the Nazi assault. With the destruction of these fighters
went the memory of what they had accomplished and stood for. It is
vital to start with this fact because Zionism has profited enormously
from our historical amnesia. The destruction of the strong anti-Zionist
tradition among European Jews has meant that Zionism has been able
to claim that it represents the unified voice of Jews throughout the
world and therefore, anyone who opposes them is an anti-Semite.

We don’t learn that, up until the Second World War, vast numbers of
Jews supported the parties of revolutionary socialism–a tradition that
opposed Zionism. In 1905 Jews were 4 percent of the population in
Russia but formed 11 percent of the Bolshevik Party and 23 percent
of the Menshevik Party. In 1905, the anti-Zionist Bund, the revolution-
ary organization of Jewish workers, was roughly the same size as the
Bolshevik Party.48 The socialist tradition condemned Zionism both for
its solution to anti-Semitism and for its colonization of the Arabs. In
1910, the Jewish socialist Karl Kautsky defined Zionism as a "sport for
philanthropists and men of letters" who wanted to make Palestine "a
world ghetto for the isolation of the Jewish race." Later Kautsky
expanded, "It is labor that gives people a right to the land in which it
lives, thus Judaism can advance no claim on Palestine. On the basis of
the right of labor and of democratic self-determination, today Palestine
does not belong to the Jews of Vienna, London, or New York, who
claim it for Judaism, but to the Arabs of the same country, the great
majority of the population."49

It is not hard to see why many Jews were hostile to Zionism. Zionism
called for a retreat from the struggle against anti-Semitism. But the
socialist movement argued that the fight against anti-Semitism was
central to the revolutionary struggle against capitalism. Thus on the
one side stood the revolutionaries who organized Jews and non-Jews
together to fight the pogroms, lead strikes, and overthrow the Tsarist
regime that perpetuated Jewish oppression. On the other side stood
the Zionists who collaborated with the Tsar and his butchers, stood
aside from the struggles for self-defense, and sabotaged work in the
unions. It was the revolutionary workers movement–and not
Zionism–that offered a genuine hope for liberation for European Jews.
Trotsky described how the workers of St. Petersberg came to the
defense of Jews during the pogroms of 1905:

The workers made active preparations to defend their city. In certain
cases whole plants undertook to go out into the streets at any threat
of danger. The gun shops, ignoring all police restrictions, carried on a
feverish trade in Brownings. But revolvers cost a great deal and the
broad masses cannot afford them; the revolutionary parties and the
Soviet had difficulty in arming their fighting detachments. Meanwhile
rumors of a pogrom were growing. All plants and workshops having
any access to iron or steel began, on their own initiative, to manufac-
ture side-arms. Several thousand hammers were forging daggers,

pikes, wire whips and knuckledusters. In the evening, at a meeting of
the Soviet, one deputy after another mounted the rostrum, raising
their weapons high above their heads and transmitting their electors’
solemn undertaking to suppress the pogrom as soon as it flared up.
That demonstration alone was bound to paralyze all initiative among
rank-and-file pogromists. But the workers did not stop there. In the
factory areas, beyond the Nevsky Gate, they organized a real militia
with regular night watches. In addition to this they ensured special
protection of the buildings of the revolutionary press, a necessary step
in those anxious days when the journalist wrote and the typesetter
worked with a revolver in his pocket.50

Lenin and the Bolsheviks took an uncompromising position against
anti-Semitism, seeing it as the key division and source of weakness in
the Russian working class. Lenin argued that socialists must be the
tribune of the oppressed, willing to fight every instance of anti-
Semitism, regardless of what class of Jews were affected. But Lenin
argued with equal force that in the revolutionary movement

[T]here must be complete fusion [between the Jewish proletariat and]
the Russian proletariat, in the interests of the struggle being waged by
the entire proletariat of Russia.… [W]e must act as a single and cen-
tralized militant organization, have behind us the whole of the prole-
tariat, without distinction of language or nationality, a proletariat whose
unity is cemented by the continual joint solution of problems of theory
and practice, of tactics and organization; and we must not set up
organizations that would march separately, each along its own track.51

After the Russian Revolution of 1917, the Bolsheviks abolished all
racist laws against Jews and severely punished incidents of anti-
Semitism. During the Civil War, the imperialist backed White Army in the
Ukraine murdered as many as 60,000 Jews while the Bolshevik Red
Army became the protectors of the Jewish communities in Poland and
the Ukraine. One writer describes:

For the White Cossack cavalry, looting, rape, and murder were a way of
life. Looting was forbidden in the Red Army. Anti-Semitism and
pogroms were rife in the White Armies; anti-Semitic publications were
banned in the Red Army. Pogromists were shot. In the Ukraine whole
Jewish communities lived behind the Red Army lines, advancing when it
advanced, retreating when it retreated.52

We should take pride in the record of the socialist movement and its
principled opposition to anti-Semitism and all oppression. Today those
same principles require us to side wholly with the Palestinians in their
struggle against Israel. Next to the treacherous, counter-revolutionary
record of Zionism, we must counterpose the best traditions in the
workers movement of struggle and solidarity. Trotsky quotes a socialist
observer to the events of 1905:

Side by side with this nightmare [of the pogroms]… see how majesti-
cally, with what astonishing fortitude, order and discipline, the workers’
movement developed. They did not defile themselves with murders or
robberies; on the contrary, they came to the aid of the public every-
where, and, needless to say, protected the public far better than the
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police, the cossacks, or the gendarmes…. The workers’ armed
detachments appeared wherever the hooligans began their foul work.
This new force, entering the historical arena for the first time, showed
itself calm in the consciousness of its right, moderate in the triumph of
its ideals of liberty and goodness, organized and obedient like a real
army that knows that its victory is the victory of everything for whose
sake humanity lives, thinks, and rejoices, fights and suffers.53
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(Adopted	at	the	2014	ISO	National	Convention;	updated	with	amended	
language	passed	at	the	2015	National	Convention.)	

ISO	rules	and	procedures	
Preface	
The International Socialist Organization (ISO) is an organiza-
tion of socialists in the United States that is dedicated to the 
project of creating a revolutionary workers’ party as part of a 
worldwide movement for socialism. Its basic principles are 
embodied in the organization’s Where We Stand. 
 The ISO stands in and develops the revolutionary tradition 
of socialism from below. Standing as it does in this tradition, 
the ISO believes that the working class is the key social force 
in bringing about the abolition of capitalism and the socialist 
transformation of society. Therefore, it strives to construct a 
revolutionary party composed in its majority of workers. A 
revolutionary party is the instrument of the revolutionary 
struggle of the working class and bends its every effort to sup-
port and sustain that struggle. 
 The ISO is a disciplined, activist, democratic centralist or-
ganization. It is democratic in reaching its decisions and cen-
tralist in carrying them out. The lower bodies of the organiza-
tion are subordinated to the higher bodies, and all are subordi-
nated to the delegated convention. ISO rules are binding on all 
members of the organization. 

Rules	
I.	Name	
The name of the organization is the International Socialist Or-
ganization (hereafter referred to as “the ISO”). 

II.	Membership	
A. A member is one who accepts the principles of the ISO 
(as outlined in “Where We Stand”), accepts its rules and pro-
cedures, pays dues, and works within and under the direction 
of the appropriate bodies of the organization. Where possible, 
all members shall be members of an appropriate trade union. 
Every member must take and sell Socialist Worker. 

B. Applicants for membership must sign a membership form. 
A membership card will be issued to each member. Member-
ship must be renewed each year. 

C. The basic unit of the ISO is the branch. Branches must be 
recognized by the ISO’s Steering Committee. A branch shall 
consist of not less than five (5) members who reside close 
enough to each other to meet regularly to carry out political 
activity.  

D. Whenever possible, every member will belong to a duly 
constituted branch of the ISO. In areas where no branch exists, 
the Steering Committee will admit applicants as members-at-
large. Admissions and readmissions of individuals into ISO 
membership are subject to oversight by the Steering Commit-
tee, the National Committee and the Convention. The Steering 
Committee must be notified of all transfers of members from 
one branch to another. 

E. Each member must pay monthly dues according to the dues 
structure set by the National Convention. Members-at-large 
will pay dues directly to the national center. 

F. Any member more than four (4) months in arrears in dues is 
no longer considered a member of the ISO. 

G. Members of groups that face special oppression or system-
atic discrimination may form caucuses to discuss common 
concerns and to formulate common positions for consideration 
by the broader ISO membership. 

H. Members who wish to promote a particular set of positions 
or perspective in the organization have the right to form or join 
a faction. A faction consists of a group of members who coor-
dinate to advance their views to the national organization (or a 
local branch). In the interest of open dialogue and debate, a 
faction must make its existence known to the national organi-
zation (or the local branch in question). During its existence, 
the faction may publish materials in the ISO Internal Bulletin 
and present its views at the National Convention (and/or ap-
propriate branch venues). 

III.	Disciplinary	guidelines	
A. All ISO members are expected to adhere to principles of 
non-discrimination and to abide by ISO rules. The ISO is an 
organization of people committed to fighting collectively to-
ward a project of socialism. Members are committed to 
fighting class exploitation and all forms of oppression. The 
ISO expects its members to comport themselves in a manner 
fitting of that commitment—that is, refraining from all dis-
criminatory actions and/or language toward members and oth-
ers.  

B. Whenever possible, disciplinary infractions should be han-
dled with the aim of changing a member’s improper behavior, 
rather than resorting to formal disciplinary measures. Never-
theless, in some cases formal disciplinary proceedings will be 
necessary.  
 Disciplinary measures can be taken by branches, the Na-
tional Committee, or the Steering Committee if a member (or 
members) has not adhered to ISO rules or has engaged in con-
duct unbecoming a member (for example, violence or sexual 
harassment). When a member is subjected to formal discipli-
nary measures, this must be reported to the Steering Commit-
tee. 
 Discriminatory harassment is prohibited. A member may be 
expelled, suspended, removed from a position, or censured for 
harassment of members of an oppressed group.  
 A member may be disciplined for making false statements 
to obtain membership or engaging in financial improprieties. 
Any member who acts as a strikebreaker, a provocateur, or an 
informer may be expelled from the organization. 
 All members facing disciplinary procedures have a right to 
a hearing by the appropriate body. Members must be informed 
of any disciplinary action being taken against them.  
 ISO members should treat all complaints and disciplinary 
processes with the strictest confidentiality. Only those directly 
involved with the investigation of a complaint should have 
knowledge of the process.  
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 Complaints against an ISO member should be made within 
one calendar year of an alleged violation, except for com-
plaints of sexual assault, which may be submitted at any time.  
 Retaliation against anyone who reports an incident or brings 
forward any complaint is strictly prohibited, and is grounds for 
disciplinary action, including expulsion.  
 In the event of a serious accusation, such as one alleging an 
act of violence or sexual assault, the accused is to be suspend-
ed, without presumption of guilt, until the complaint is re-
solved. 

C. Grievances and disciplinary measures should be handled at 
a branch level or may be referred to the Steering Committee. In 
those rare situations where branch committees, the Steering 
Committee, or individuals bringing a complaint feel that cir-
cumstances would prevent it from being properly heard, cases 
may be brought to the national Disciplinary Committee by 
either a branch committee, the Steering Committee, or an indi-
vidual. The Disciplinary Committee has the right to refuse to 
hear cases it rules to be without merit. 

D. The Disciplinary Committee will consist of five people: one 
Steering Committee member to be chosen by the Steering 
Committee, and four ISO members elected by the National 
Convention. Four alternates for the committee will also be 
elected by the National Convention to serve in the event that a 
member of the committee recuses her/himself or is unable to 
serve. 

E. Members subject to disciplinary measures may appeal deci-
sions to an Appeals Committee composed of five members: 
one Steering Committee member to be chosen by the Steering 
Committee, and four ISO members elected by the National 
Convention. Four alternates for the committee will also be 
elected by the National Convention to serve in the event that 
member(s) of the committee recuses her/himself or is unable to 
serve. 

F. Members of the Disciplinary Committee and Appeals 
Committee may not simultaneously sit on both committees. 

G. The disciplined member/s, aside from those expelled for 
being informers and provocateurs, has/have the right to re-
spond to charges once in an internal bulletin. The Disciplinary 
Committee and Appeals Committee will report to the National 
Convention. 

IV.	Leading	bodies—National	Convention	
A. The National Convention is the highest governing body of 
the organization. It shall be held once per year. The Conven-
tion sets policy for the ISO, and its decisions shall be binding 
on the entire membership. 

B. The National Convention is composed of branch delegates 
elected by majority vote in each branch. Representation at the 
Convention shall be proportionally based upon the dues-paying 
membership in good standing at the time of the Convention. 
The ratio of representation is set by the National Committee. 
The current delegate ratio is as follows: one delegate for the 
first five (5) dues paying members, and one delegate for every 
eight (8) members thereafter. Stated numerically, branches 
would receive one delegate for 5–12 dues-paying members, 

two delegates for 13–20 dues-paying members, three delegates 
for 21–28 dues-paying members, four delegates for 29–36 
dues-paying members. 

C. The National Committee shall issue the call for the Conven-
tion at least sixty (60) days prior to the date of the Convention 
for discussion of convention topics in branches and among 
members-at-large. Internal bulletins shall be issued as needed 
during this preconvention discussion. Steering Committee 
documents shall begin appearing no later than two (2) weeks 
prior to the Convention. The Steering Committee has the right 
to invite nonvoting observers to the Convention. 

D. The Convention will select a convention steering committee 
to seat delegates and to handle questions of procedure during 
the course of convention. A quorum, consisting of a majority 
of the total number of delegates allotted to the branches, must 
be present to conduct Convention business. All resolutions and 
elections at the Convention will be settled by majority vote. 
Abstaining and absent delegates are not counted when deter-
mining a majority. The national Steering Committee will re-
port convention decisions and votes to the membership no later 
than sixty (60) days after the Convention ends. 

E. The Convention elects the Steering Committee, the National 
Committee, and the at-large and alternate members of the Dis-
ciplinary and Appeals Committees. The Convention deter-
mines the manner by which it elects members of these bodies. 

F. A special convention may be called by a majority of the 
membership polled at branch meetings or by the annual Na-
tional Convention itself. The Steering Committee, National 
Committee, or a single branch may begin the process by voting 
to call for a special convention. The Steering Committee shall 
report this vote, along with a brief motivation, to the member-
ship in a timely manner. If 20 percent of the ISO’s branches 
vote to call for the poll within 30 days of the Steering Commit-
tee’s initial report, then a poll of the full membership to decide 
whether to call a special convention is mandated. Polling in the 
branches shall take place after the membership discusses the 
issues of the convention. If more than 50 percent of the mem-
bers polled vote to call a special convention, the National 
Committee (NC) shall set an appropriate time and place to 
meet and shall also set the ratio of representation. Special con-
ventions have all the powers of a regular convention. 

G. The number of delegates to which each branch is entitled 
for its representation to a national meeting is based upon the 
number of its dues-paying members as of 30 days before the 
national meeting is to take place. Payment must continue in the 
month of the national meeting for the branch to be considered 
in good standing. 

H. Any branch that fails to pay its share of assessments for 
delegates’ travel expenses to a national meeting will be con-
sidered a branch not in good standing, and its delegates will 
not be seated at the next national meeting. In order to ensure 
timely payment for delegates’ plane fares to national meetings, 
travel assessments are due to the national center prior to the 
national meeting. Thus, if a national meeting takes place on 
October 25, travel assessments should be included with Octo-
ber dues, to be paid by October 15. If the national meeting 
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takes place on August 3, assessments should be paid along 
with July 2, to be paid by July 15. 

V.	Leading	bodies—	
Steering	Committee	and	National	Committee	
A. Between National Conventions, the authority of the Con-
vention is vested in the Steering Committee and in the National 
Committee (NC). The National Committee serves as a leader-
ship body drawn from around the country. The Steering Com-
mittee functions as the ISO’s ongoing national leadership.  

B. The National Committee shall make decisions on immediate 
questions and on questions tabled to it by the Convention. The 
Steering Committee shall report NC decisions to the member-
ship no later than sixty (60) days after the NC Meeting. 

C. The Steering Committee directs the ISO’s work, function-
ing as the national authority of the ISO between Conventions 
and NC meetings. The Steering Committee is responsible for 
implementing the ISO’s perspectives and initiatives as decided 
by the Convention and the NC. The SC is responsible for or-
ganizing a national office, for overseeing the production of 
ISO literature, and for staffing the organization.  

V.	Amendments	
Amendments shall be made to these rules by majority vote of 
the National Convention. 

VI.	Press	
All ISO publications—print and electronic—are subject to the 
direction of the organization and of the Steering Committee.  

 



New Member Education Program 
 

This education plan is intended for new ISO members who have already 
read Where We Stand, The Case for Socialism, The Meaning of Marxism, The 
Communist Manifesto, and the ISO Members’ Toolkit. The readings cover a 
number of major topics that form core elements of the ISO’s politics.  

This program isn’t meant to be exhaustive, but it is meant to provide a 
framework for the continuing education of new members in the theory and politics 
of international socialism. The readings and questions developed for each of the 
topics are not only aimed at providing a general Marxist education about them, 
but also at introducing new members to the International Socialist Tradition’s 
approaches to them. 

We have limited the reading to about 50 pages so that members can work 
their way through program relatively quickly. Each of the sections is designed to 
provide the basis for an in-person study group. For each session, one member (it 
can rotate between participants) should briefly introduce the topic, and provide 
ample space for participants to ask and answer questions. Another person 
should also be chosen to act as a chairperson to facilitate the discussion.  

We recommend that discussion groups be on the smaller side—not more 
than 8 people—to allow maximum participation and in-depth discussion. We 
recommend that depending on the size of the group there be one or two more 
experienced members who can help answer questions and explain aspects of 
Marxist theory and politics. 

The study questions are meant to spark discussion, following the 
discussion leader’s short presentation (we suggest 15 minutes). The questions 
attempt to guide participants to key “takeaway” points from each session, while 
also introducing them to key debates around the topics. They are not intended to 
be definitive, and participants should be encouraged to raise their own questions, 
too. 

The readings are readily available, either through Haymarket Books or 
online. Since so many of the study sessions are based on Haymarket titles, 
branches and districts should arrange to sell new members a discounted set of 
these titles to provide them a start to their personal libraries. 

We have tried to include a link to one or two relevant presentations on 
http://WeAreMany.org as part of each section. These can be especially helpful to 
smaller or newer branches, where having a discussion group based on 
watching/listening to the presentation might stand in for a session with a 
discussion leader’s presentation. 

It’s not necessary to follow the order of sessions in the plan. All sections 
are designed to “stand alone.” Branches should set up a schedule that works for 
cadre and new members who will be participating in the program. We suggest 
that the study group meet outside of branch meetings for a couple of hours every 
two weeks.  

Since new members will be joining the organization throughout the year, 
this program will allow people to join a discussion group at any time without 
feeling like they’ve missed a crucial earlier session. Branches should aim to run 



the educational program throughout the year so that people can catch 
discussions they might have missed. Branches can also wait until there are 4-5 
new members to start additional study groups—this method has the advantage of 
continuity of discussion among the participants of each group. 

As branches and districts gain experience with using this education plan, 
the ISO’s National Office will be interested in hearing how it is going: what 
worked, what didn’t work, what topics/readings/study questions should be added, 
etc. This feedback will help to inform updates to this education plan. Please send 
your comments to: ISOorgdept@gmail.com. 
 
 
1. Socialism from Below & The Centrality of the Working Class  
 
Readings: 
 
Hal Draper, “Why the working class?” 
http://socialistworker.org/2012/09/14/why-the-working-class 
Hal Draper, “The Two Souls of Socialism” 
http://www.marxists.org/archive/draper/1966/twosouls/index.htm 
 
We Are Many: 
Emily Giles, “Why the Working Class?” 
http://wearemany.org/a/2012/06/why-working-class 
Amy Muldoon, “How Workers Become Revolutionary” 
http://wearemany.org/a/2012/06/how-workers-become-revolutionary 
 
Study questions: 

1. Explain why socialists don’t idealize the working class. 
2. What compels the working class toward socialism? 
3. Why do workers tend to challenge the capitalist system when they 

struggle? How does this contrast with peasants and middle class 
intellectuals? 

4. What is the working class’s unique power to make a socialist revolution? 
5. What is the difference between socialism from above and socialism from 

below? 
6. What do Stalinism and Social Democracy have in common? 
7. How does Proudhon, the father of modern anarchism, fit into the tradition 

of socialism from above? 
8. What is the difference between the elitist approach and the vanguard 

approach to socialism? 
 
 
2. Socialism and Human Nature 
 
Readings: 
 



Phil Gasper, “Is Socialism Against ‘Human Nature’?” 
http://socialistworker.org/2004-1/494/494_08_HumanNature.shtml 
Elizabeth Terzakis, “What Do Socialists Say About Human Nature?” 
http://www.isreview.org/issues/47/wdss-humnature.shtml 
Karl Marx, “Estranged Labor” 
https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1844/manuscripts/labour.htm 
Phil Gasper, “Capitalism and Alienation” 
http://isreview.org/issue/74/capitalism-and-alienation 
 
We Are Many: 
Bill Keach, “Marx and Human Nature” Socialism 2014 
http://wearemany.org/a/2014/06/marx-and-human-nature 
Rebekah Ward, “Is Human Nature a Barrier to Socialism?” Socialism 2010 
http://wearemany.org/a/2010/06/is-human-nature-barrier-to-socialism 
 
Study Questions: 

1. Defenders of capitalism often claim that socialism is impossible because 
human beings are naturally competitive and selfish. How would you 
respond to this argument? 

2. Do human beings have a fixed nature? Are we, for example, naturally 
cooperative rather than competitive? 

3. Is there such a thing as human nature at all, or are we products of our 
social environments? 

4. What did Marx mean by alienation? Are capitalists alienated? 
5. Is it possible to end alienation? 

 
 
3. The Revolutionary Party 
 
Readings:  
John Molyneux, Marxism and the Party, Chapters 2 & 3  
http://www.marxists.org/history/etol/writers/molyneux/1978/party/ch02.htm 
http://www.marxists.org/history/etol/writers/molyneux/1978/party/ch03.htm 
 
Chris Harman, “Party and Class”  
https://www.marxists.org/archive/harman/1968/xx/partyclass.htm 
Duncan Hallas, “Towards a Revolutionary Socialist Party”  
http://www.marxists.org/archive/hallas/works/1971/xx/party.htm 
 
We Are Many: 
Tony Cliff, “Lenin and the Party”  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5wXpbI3hTW4 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_fIIdk9Xds8 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-c1vQ4TKaaY 
Paul Le Blanc, “Lenin and the Debate on ‘Leninism’” (S13) 
http://wearemany.org/a/2013/06/lenin-and-debate-on-leninism 



 
Study Questions:  

1. In Molyneux’s chapters, Lenin is quoted as saying that the workers’ party 
should not be equated with the working class as a whole. What do you 
think he meant by that? 

2. Lenin talked about the need to organize the “vanguard” of the working 
class? Isn’t that an elitist conception? 

3. Lot’s of people talk about political parties, and it usually refers to electoral 
parties. How was Lenin’s idea of a workers’ party different? 

4. Is it possible to be both democratic and centralist? 
5. Do centralized organizations inevitably undergo bureaucratic 

degeneration? What steps can be taken to ensure that they remain 
democratic? 

6. Lenin formed his views about political organization in Tsarist Russia over 
100 years ago. Are they are still relevant today? 

 
 
4. The Russian Revolution 
 
Readings:  
Ahmed Shawki, “80 Years Since the Russian Revolution” 
http://www.isreview.org/issues/03/russian_revolution.shtml 
Chris Harman, “How the Revolution was Lost” 
http://www.marxists.org/history/etol/writers/harman/1967/xx/revlost.htm 
Anthony Arnove, “The Fall of Stalinism: Ten Years On” 
http://www.isreview.org/issues/10/TheFallOfStalinism.shtml 
(Readings also available in Russia: From Workers' State to State Capitalism 
http://www.haymarketbooks.org/pb/Russia-From-Workers-State-to-State-
Capitalism) 
 
We Are Many: 
Katie Feyh, “Russia's Revolutionary Process: 1905-1917” 
http://wearemany.org/a/2011/07/russias-revolutionary-process-1905-1917 
Julian Guerrero, Rigo Gogol, “How the Russian Revolution Was Won and Lost” 
http://wearemany.org/a/2014/06/how-russian-revolution-was-won-and-lost 
 
Study Questions: 

1. Describe the difference between the Mensheviks’ and the Bolsheviks’ 
understanding of the tasks of socialists in Russia before the revolution. 

2. What did Trotsky mean by “permanent revolution”? How did his views 
differ from those of the Mensheviks and the Bolsheviks? Was Trotsky 
right? 

3. Why did a revolution break out in February 1917? Was the Bolshevik 
seizure of power in October a coup or a popular revolution? 

4. Why did soviet power give way to a bureaucratic dictatorship? Was the 
degeneration of the revolution inevitable? Did Lenin lead to Stalin? 



5. Was the USSR under Stalin and his successors a workers’ state, state 
capitalist, or something else? 

6. Why did the Stalinist system in the USSR and Eastern Europe eventually 
collapse? Was this a step backwards, a step forward, or neither? 

 
 
5. Marxism, the Unions, and the Lessons of the 1930s 
 
Readings: 
Sharon Smith, Subterranean Fire, Chapters 1, 3 (pp. 78-87), and 4 
Sharon Smith, “Marxism, Unions and the Class Struggle,” 
http://isreview.org/issue/78/marxism-unions-and-class-struggle 
 
We Are Many: 
Lucy Hershel, “Marxism and the Trade Unions” 
http://wearemany.org/a/2012/06/marxism-and-trade-union-struggle 
Larry Bradshaw, “The Rank and File Strategy” 
http://wearemany.org/a/2014/06/rank-and-file-strategy 
     
Study Questions: 

1. Labor unions are reform organizations within capitalism. Why do 
socialists support them?  

2. What is the “trade union bureaucracy” and what role does it play in US 
labor relations? Why do socialists organize the rank and file? 

3. What were the achievements of the IWW? What are the problems with 
anarcho-syndicalism? 

4. What were strengths and weaknesses of the Communist Party in the 
1930s?  

5. What role did the Democratic Party and Roosevelt play in the 1930s? 
6. Why did 1934 mark a turning point in US labor history? 
7. How did the Communist Party lead labor radicals backward? 
8. How would a labor party have made a difference in the 1930s? 

 
 
6. The Democratic Party 
 
Readings:  
Lance Selfa, The Democrats: A Critical History, Chapters 1, 7, and appendix by 
Hal Draper, “Who Will Be The Lesser Evil in ‘68?” 
 
We Are Many: 
Lance Selfa, “Obama: From Hope to Hopeless” 
http://wearemany.org/a/2012/06/obamafromhopetohopeless 
Ragina Johnson, “The Democrats and Social Movements” 
http://wearemany.org/a/2011/07/democrats-and-social-movements 
 



Study Questions: 
1. Why do socialists argue the Democratic Party is a capitalist party? 
2. Are there any differences between the Democrat and Republican parties? 

What are the different roles these two parties play? 
3. Can the left enter and take over the Democratic Party? 
4. What is the impact of the Democratic Party on working class and social 

movements? 
5. Why is supporting the lesser evil a dead end? 
6. Can activists build social movements and work on behalf of Democratic 

Party candidates? What about those who limit their participation to “only a 
few minutes’” on Election Day? 

7. Why is the U.S. is the only major industrial capitalist country without a 
social democratic or labor party? Was that inevitable? 

8. How can socialists use elections to advance the working class movement? 
Why would having a labor party be an advance for the American working 
class? 

 
 
7. Black Liberation 
 
Readings: 
Ahmed Shawki, Black Liberation and Socialism, Chapters 1, 7, and Conclusion 
(available from Haymarket books) 
 
We Are Many: 
Keeanga Yamahtta-Taylor, “The Political Economy of Racism” 
http://wearemany.org/a/2013/06/political-economy-of-racism 
 
Study Questions: 

1. What role did slavery play in the rise of capitalism?  
2. Was slavery the cause of racism, or racism the cause of slavery? 
3. Why did racism survive the end of slavery? Whose interests did it 

continue to serve? 
4. How did Lenin and the Russian Revolution change the American 

Communists’ attitude to racial oppression? 
5. Why did Trotsky call for our supporting self-determination for Blacks? 

Did he mean support for a separate Black nation? 
6. What did CLR James right mean when he wrote, “the Negro struggle, 

the independent Negro struggle, has a vitality and a validity of its own?” 
7. Do all whites benefit from racism? Is working class unity possible? 

 
 
8. Women’s liberation 
 
Readings: 
(Note that this will be updated with the new edition of Women and Socialism.) 



 
Sharon Smith, “Women’s liberation: The Marxist Tradition” 
http://isreview.org/issue/93/womens-liberation-marxist-tradition 
Sharon Smith, “Theorizing Women’s Oppression” 
http://isreview.org/issue/88/theorizing-womens-oppression-part-1 
Tithi Battacharya, “What is Social Reproduction Theory? 
http://socialistworker.org/2013/09/10/what-is-social-reproduction-theory 
Sharon Smith, “Black Feminism and Intersectionality” 
http://isreview.org/issue/91/black-feminism-and-intersectionality 
 
We Are Many: 
Rachel Cohen, “The Origins of Women's Oppression” 
http://wearemany.org/a/2012/06/originsofwomensoppression 
Jen Roesch, “From Criminalization to Rape Culture: Rethinking the Politics of 
Sexual violence” 
http://wearemany.org/a/2014/06/from-criminalization-to-rape-culture 
 

Study Questions: 
1. Has women’s oppression and social inequality always existed? 
2. What caused women’s oppression? Did it precede the rise of class 

inequality? 
3. In what way does capitalism depend on the role of the family and 

“privatized reproduction?” Could capitalism do without it? 
4. What is “social reproduction” and what role does it plays in the 

perpetuation of capitalism? 
5. All women are oppressed, but they experience that oppression differently 

depending on class and race. Can you think of examples?  
6. In what way is ending women’s oppression connected to the class 

struggle and the fight against capitalism? 
7. Why is rape and sexual violence so widespread in our society? Should we 

rely on the criminal legal system to fight rape? 
8. What is the difference between a postmodern concept of intersectionality 

and a Marxist conception? 
9. What kind of social and economic changes would be necessary to fully 

liberate women? 

 
9. LGBT Liberation 
 
Sherry Wolf, Sexuality and Socialism, Chapter 1: “The Roots of LBGT 
Oppression,” Chapter 8: “An injury to one is an injury to all” 
John D’Emilio, “Capitalism and Gay Identity” 



http://isites.harvard.edu/fs/docs/icb.topic464958.files/DEmilio%20Capitalism%20
and%20Gay%20Identity.pdf 
 
We Are Many: 
Sherry Wolf, “Sexuality and Socialism, 
http://wearemany.org/v/2009/09/sexuality-and-socialism-at-brown-university 
Sherry Wolf, “Marxism and Gay Liberation: the real history” 
http://wearemany.org/a/2008/06/marxism-and-gay-liberation 
 
Study Questions: 

1. What is the relationship between the oppression of LGBT people and the 
oppression of women, and the relationship of both to the role of the family 
and social reproduction under capitalism?  

2. Did homosexuality and oppression of homosexuals exist before 
capitalism? 

3. How did modern capitalism created the “social space” for a gay and 
lesbian identity to emerge?  

4. If the family reproduces women’s oppression as well as LGBT oppression, 
why would we support gay marriage? 

5. Given the rapid succession of states that are legalizing gay marriage, 
could LGBT oppression be done away with under capitalism? If not, why 
not? 

6. What accounts for transgender oppression? 
7. Different societies have had different conceptions of gender and also of 

what sexual behaviors and roles are permissible. Discuss. 
 
 
10. Marxism and Immigration 
 
Justin Akers-Chacon, “The War on Immigrants,” pages 173-235 in No One is 
Illegal: Fighting Racism and State violence on the US-Mexican Border  
 
We Are Many:  
Justin Akers-Chacon, “Marxism, Borders, and the Fight Against Deportation” 
(http://wearemany.org/a/2013/06/marxism-borders-and-fight-against-deportation) 
Justin Akers-Chacon, “Immigration, migration, and the World Economy” 
(http://wearemany.org/a/2008/06/immigration-migration-and-world-economy) 
 
Study Questions:  

1. Why have immigrants sometimes been welcome in the US, and at other 
times attacked and deported? What accounts for the variation in 
immigration policy in the United States? 

2. Why aren’t borders more open?  
3. Aren’t workers better off if they keep immigrants who will accept lower pay 

out of the country? 



4. Evaluate the truth or falsity of this statement: some immigrant workers are 
deemed “illegal” in order to prevent then from working in the US. 

5. Why do some immigrant groups face more discrimination than others? 
Does it have anything to do with class and/or race? 

6. What was the aim of the eugenics movement? 
7. Is there a relationship between anti-immigrant policy and US foreign 

policy? 

 
11. Marxist Economics 
 
Reading: 
Alex Callinicos, The Revolutionary Ideas of Karl Marx, Ch. 6 
Karl Marx, “Value Price and Profit” 
http://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1865/valuepriceprofit/ 
 
We Are Many: 
Petrino DiLeo, “The ABCs of Marxist Economics” 
http://wearemany.org/a/2012/06/abcsofmarxisteconomics 
Hadas Thier, “Marx’s Theory of Crisis” 
http://wearemany.org/a/2012/06/marx%E2%80%99stheoryofcrisis 
 
Study Questions: 

1. What is the "labor theory of value”? 
2. What is the relationship between value and price? 
3. What is commodity fetishism? How is this related to the labor theory of 

value? 
4. Is it possible to have capitalism without exploitation? 
5. What are ways that capitalists can increase their profits? 
6. Is it possible to have "full employment" under capitalism? 
7. What is overproduction and how does it lead to crisis? 
8. Why does the rate of profit tend to fall? 
9. What are ways that capitalism can try to get out of crisis and restore 

profitability? 
 
12. Marxism and Ecology 
 
Readings: 
Chris Williams, Ecology and Socialism, Chapters 6 & 7 (Available from 
Haymarket books) 
 
We Are Many: 
Ian Angus: “The Malthus Myth: Population, Poverty and Climate Change” 
http://wearemany.org/v/2010/05/malthusmyth 
Chris Williams & Amity Paye: “Rising Profits, Sinking Planet: Socialist Solutions 
to the Climate Crisis” 



 http://wearemany.org/v/risingprofitssinkingplanet 
 
Study Questions: 

1. Some claim that Marxism is "productivist.” Is this true? 
2. How does capitalism cause environmental destruction? 
3. What are the arguments against the idea that overpopulation causes 

environmental problems? 
4. What do socialists say about the call for workers to consume less?   
5. What are the limitations of market-based solutions to deal with the 

ecological crisis?  
6. What are some immediate reforms that can mitigate capitalism’s 

destruction of the environment? 
7. Can the environmental crisis be solved under capitalism? 
8. How would socialism stop environmental destruction? 

 
 
13. Imperialism 
 
Readings: 
Brian Jones, “Imperialism: the Highest Stage of Capitalism” 
http://www.isreview.org/issues/44/imperialism.shtml 
Phil Gasper, “Introduction to Lenin and Bukharin” 
VI Lenin, Imperialism, The Highest Stage of Capitalism, Ch. 7 
http://www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1916/imphsc/ch07.htm 
N.I. Bukharin, Imperialism and World Economy, Ch. 12 
https://www.marxists.org/archive/bukharin/works/1917/imperial/12.htm 
 
We Are Many: 
Phil Gasper, “Lenin and Bukharin on Imperialism” 
http://wearemany.org/v/2008/06/leninandbukharinonimperialism 
Ashley Smith, “Lenin’s Theory of Imperialism and its Rivals” 
http://wearemany.org/a/2012/06/lenin’s-theory-of-imperialism-and-its-rivals 
 
Study Questions: 

1. What does Lenin mean when he argues that imperialism is a stage of 
capitalist development? 

2. How does the internationalization of the system produce inter-imperial 
antagonism? 

3. How might inter-imperial antagonisms lead to war between the great 
powers? 

4. Are wars between the great powers always rooted in competition over raw 
materials? 

5. Could imperialist states overcome their antagonisms and jointly exploit the 
world’s working classes? 

6. Do workers in imperialist countries benefit from imperialism? 
7. Why does Lenin argue that imperialism set the stage for international 



socialist revolution? 
8. Has globalization made wars between the major powers less likely? 

 
 
14. Marxism and National Liberation 
 
Readings: Tom Lewis, “Marxism and Nationalism” 
http://isreview.org/issues/13/marxism_nationalism_part1.shtml 
http://isreview.org/issues/14/marxism_nationalism_part2.shtml 
VI Lenin, “Draft Theses on National and Colonial Question” 
https://www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1920/jun/05.htm 
 
We Are Many:  
Jonah Birch, “Lenin and the Right of Nations to Self-Determination” 
http://wearemany.org/a/2014/06/lenin-and-right-of-nations-to-self-determination 
 
Study Questions: 

1. Why did Marx and Engels see bourgeois nationalist movements against 
feudalism as progressive? 

2. Why did Marx and Engels support Ireland’s fight for independence? How 
did they see this as advancing the international class struggle? 

3. Why did Lenin oppose the Bund’s demand that it be the sole 
representative of Jewish workers? 

4. Why does Lenin argue for oppressed nations right to self-determination?  
5. Why does Lenin argue that socialist should support this right, but not 

necessarily endorse secession? 
6. What is Luxemburg’s position on the national question and what are 

Lenin’s arguments against it?  
7. Why does Lenin oppose the idea of national cultural autonomy and 

instead support international or cosmopolitan culture? 
8. What is the significance of Lenin’s argument that socialist should maintain 

their independence in national liberation struggles and never give them 
communist coloration? 

 
 
15. Zionism and Palestine 
 
Phil Gasper, “Israel: Colonial Settler State” 
http://www.isreview.org/issues/15/israel_colonial.shtml 
Lance Selfa, “Israel: The U.S. Watchdog” 
http://www.isreview.org/issues/04/Israel_watchdog.shtml 
Mostafa Omar, The Struggle for Palestine, Chapter 13, “The Palestinian National 
Liberation Movement” 
 
We Are Many: 
Sherry Wolf, “Israel’s Apartheid State” 



http://wearemany.org/a/2012/06/israel’s-apartheid-state 
Omar Barghouti, “The Global Struggle for Palestinian Rights” 
http://wearemany.org/v/2011/07/bds 
Eric Ruder, “How Can Palestinian Liberation Be Achieved?” 
http://wearemany.org/v/2010/06/how-can-palestinian-liberation-be-achieved 
 
Study Questions: 

1. What was Zionism’s approach to anti-Semitism? 
2. What was the Zionist’s relationship to the imperial powers? 
3. Why did the Zionist colonization lead to the ethnic cleansing of Palestine? 
4. Why does US imperialism fund and rely on Israel, in contrast to friendly 

Arab regimes, as its most loyal ally and enforcer? 
5. How do Israeli workers benefit from US imperial subsidies? What does 

this mean for a socialist strategy? 
6. Why did the PLO strategy fail and turn the Palestinian Authority into a tool 

for Israeli occupation? How different is Hamas’ strategy? 
7. What are the arguments in favor of BDS? 
8. Why does Palestinian liberation depend on a pan Arab working class 

movement? 
 
 
16. Marxism and Other Left Traditions 
 
Readings: 
John Molyneux, What is the Real Marxist Tradition?  
Duncan Hallas, “Trotskyism Reassessed,” 
https://www.marxists.org/archive/hallas/works/1977/07/reassess.htm 
 
We Are Many: 
Jonah Birch, “Social Democracy: Can We Vote our Way to Socialism,” 
http://wearemany.org/a/2010/06/socialdemocracy 
Tithi Battacharya, “The Rise and Fall of Maoism” 
http://wearemany.org/a/2012/06/riseandfallofmaoism. 
 
Study Questions: 

1. What is the class basis of Marxism? What is the class basis of the other 
Socialisms? 

2. Why does Marxism put working class self-emancipation at the center of 
the socialist project? 

3. How does Social Democracy’s parliamentary road abandon the project of 
working class self-emancipation? 

4. How did Stalinism emerge from the defeat of world revolution? 
5. Why and how did Stalinist parties in the rest of the world betray working 

class revolution? 
6. How did third world nationalism’s strategy of guerrilla struggle abandon 

Marxism? 



7. What is the class basis of third world nationalism? 
8. What are weaknesses of Orthodox Trotskyism? 

 
 
17. Marxism and Anarchism 
 
Readings: 
Paul D’Amato, “Anarchism: How Not to Make a Revolution” 
http://www.isreview.org/issues/03/anarchism.pdf. 
Erik Kerl, “Contemporary Anarchism” 
http://www.isreview.org/issues/72/featanarchism.shtml. 
 
We Are Many: 
Jonah Birch, “Anarchy vs. Authority: The Debate Between Marx and Bakunin” 
http://wearemany.org/a/2012/06/anarchyvsauthority. 
Erik Kerl, “Anarchism: Theory and Practice” 
http://wearemany.org/a/2010/06/anarchism. 
 
Study Questions: 

1. What are core beliefs of anarchism? 
2. How did the founders of modern anarchism become proponents of 

authoritarianism themselves? 
3. Why is a worker’s state necessary to consolidate a socialist revolution? 
4. How did anarchism’s principles lead to defeat in the Spanish Revolution? 
5. How can anarchism lead to elitism and opposition to democracy? 
6. What are prefigurative politics? Is this an effective way of organizing? 
7. Can society be changed without taking power? 
8. Are anarchists in favor of reforms? 
9. How should Marxists relate to anarchists in movements? 
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WHERE WE STAND 1

Socialism, Not Capitalism
War, poverty, exploitation and oppression are products

of the capitalist system, a system in which a minority rul-
ing class profits from the labor of the majority. The alter-
native is socialism, a society based on workers collectively
owning and controlling the wealth their labor creates.
We stand in the Marxist tradition, founded by Karl

Marx and Frederick Engels, and continued by V.I. Lenin,
Rosa Luxemburg and Leon Trotsky.

Workers’ Power
Workers create society’s wealth, but have no control

over its production and distribution. A socialist society
can only be built when workers collectively take control
of that wealth and democratically plan its production and
distribution according to human needs instead of profit.
The working class is the vast majority of society and is

the key to the fight for socialism. Workers’ central role in
production gives them a social power—by use of the strike
weapon—to paralyze the system like no other social force.
Socialism is working-class self-emancipation. Only

mass struggles of the workers themselves can put an end
to the capitalist system of oppression and exploitation.
We support trade unions as essential to the fight for

workers’ economic and political rights. To make the unions
fight for workers’ interests, rank-and-file workers must or-
ganize themselves independent of the union officials.

Revolution
We actively support the struggle of workers and all op-

pressed people for economic, political and social reforms,
both as a means to improve their conditions and to ad-
vance their confidence and fighting strength. But reforms
within the capitalist system cannot put an end to oppres-
sion and exploitation. Capitalism must be replaced.
The structures of the present government grew up

under capitalism and are designed to protect capitalist
rule. The working class needs an entirely different kind of
state—a democratic workers’ state based on councils of
workers’ delegates.
We do not support candidates of capitalist parties like

the Democrats or the Republicans. We support genuine
left-wing candidates and political action that promotes

independence from the corporate-dominated two-party
system in the U.S.

Internationalism
Capitalism is an international system, so the struggle

for socialism must be international, uniting workers of all
countries. Socialists oppose imperialism--the division of
the globe based on the subjugation of weaker nations by
stronger ones—and support the self-determination of op-
pressed nations. We oppose all immigration controls.
We oppose U.S. intervention in Cuba, the Middle

East, and elsewhere. We are for self-determination for
Puerto Rico.
China and Cuba, like the former Soviet Union and

Eastern Bloc, have nothing to do with socialism. They are
state capitalist regimes. We support the struggles of work-
ers in these countries against the bureaucratic ruling class.

Full Equality and Liberation
Capitalism divides the working class, based on sexual,

gender, racial, national and other distinctions. The spe-
cially oppressed groups within the working class suffer the
most under capitalism.
We oppose racism in all its forms. We support the

struggle for immigrant rights. We fight for real social,
economic and political equality for women, and for an
end to discrimination against lesbian, gay, bisexual and
transgender people.
We support the fight for Black liberation and all the

struggles of the oppressed. The liberation of the op-
pressed is essential to socialist revolution and impossible
without it.

The Revolutionary Party
To achieve socialism, the most militant workers must

be organized into a revolutionary socialist party. The ISO
is committed to playing a role in laying the foundations
for such a party. We aim to build an independent socialist
organization, rooted in workplaces, schools and neigh-
borhoods that, in fighting today’s struggles, also wins
larger numbers to socialism.

Where We Stand*

*The ISO’s Where We Stand was first adopted at its founding convention in March, 1977. It has been amended on
 several occasions since, but remains a basic summary of the organization’s  political outlook.



WHERE WE STAND

A few profiting from 
the many

War, poverty, exploitation and oppression are all products of
the capitalist system, a system in which a minority ruling
class profits from the labor of the majority.

— From the ISO “Where We Stand”

WE LIVE in a world in which capitalism has spread to
every corner of the globe, a market-based, profit-driven
system where wealth is used to get more wealth, with no
heed paid to its impact on the health and welfare of the
planet and its inhabitants. It is a world where giant corpo-
rations boost their profits at the expense of the workers
who labor on their behalf. This world of global interde-
pendence is also a world where the most powerful nations
compete both economically and militarily with each
other for control of the earth’s markets and resources. At
any given moment one state is at war with another, and
the most powerful nations, such as the United States,
build giant military machines to exert their dominance
over the rest. 
We are so enmeshed in this system that it appears as

though it is as natural as the moon’s orbit around the earth,
but capitalism came into being at a certain point in human
history and will, like other social systems, pass away.
Labor is the foundation of all human societies from

the foraging band—where production and distribution
was relatively egalitarian—to our modern industrial sys-
tem. So soon as society’s methods of production allowed
for labor to produce a surplus over and above its own sub-
sistence needs, so soon did we see division of society into
an idle ruling class that appropriated the surplus, and a la-
boring class that produced it. With this rise of class soci-
ety came the rise of states—bodies of armed men and bu-
reaucracies—to butress this division with ideas and mate-
rial force.
Previous class societies appropriated the surplus di-

rectly, in the form of corn, grain or some other product of
the land that the slave, serf or peasant produced. Under
capitalism, however, the way that surplus is pumped out
of the producers is disguised by the exchange between
capital and labor, which appears as an exchange of equal
values: wages for labor.
Beneath the appearance of equal exchange of com-

modities lies the realm of production where exploitation
goes on just as surely as under feudal oppression. The
source of profit—that capitalists take in more money
than what they put in in wages and other investments—
derives from the difference between what the capitalists
pay out in wages and what labor can actually produce in a

given workday.
The foundation for capitalist production is that labor

itself must become a commodity. Today, it seems com-
pletely natural and normal that there should be a minor-
ity that owns the factories, the mines, the schools, the
hospitals and offices on one side; and on the other a vast
majority who, by virtue of the fact that they do not own
the means of production—are by and large compelled, on
pain of starvation, to sell their ability to work, their labor
power, to those same capitalist owners.
Yet this concentration of the means of production into

the hands of the few and the creation of a “free” labor
force without anything but its own labor to sell is a rela-
tively recent phenomenon. All class societies are based on
squeezing wealth from peasants or workers; they are
therefore in all cases societies based upon the impoverish-
ment of the majority.
Capitalist impoverishment is particularly absurd be-

cause capitalism is such an immensely wealthy, produc-
tive system. The constant pressure on individual capital-
ists to outsell their competitors on the market creates a
constant drive for innovation that was unheard of in pre-
vious societies; we are awash in wealth that, if used ration-
ally, could provide everyone with adequate food, shelter,
education and sanitation.
But as the immense wealth of capitalism grows, the

relative portion of that wealth going to the majority of
producers dwindles, whether their wages are high or low.
In a society where $20 per hour is considered a decent
wage, there are billionaires whose wealth is greater than
entire countries. In the United States, the top 1 percent of
people own more wealth than the bottom 90 percent
combined.
In addition, capitalism depends upon a growing “re-

serve army of labor”—pools of unemployed workers—in
order to exert a downward pressure on wages and boost
profits. As a result, the number of people in the world
who are stuck in absolute poverty also grows.
The most obscene result of this development is that 6

million children per year die of hunger-related illness
while enough food is produced to provide every human
being with a decent diet, according to UN figures.
Worldwide, more than a billion people live on less than a
dollar a day, scratching out an existence on the edge of
starvation.

Crises of “overproduction”
The irrationality of capitalism asserts itself most pro-

foundly in the phenomenon of economic crisis, where a
rupture takes place between purchase and sale, and the
system temporarily breaks down, whole businesses go
under, and millions are thrown out of work.
These are, perversely, crises that result not from short-
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ages, but from abundance. They are crises of overproduc-
tion, in which goods can no longer be sold profitably, and
are therefore not sold at all. Crises are sharp reminders of
the way in which production for profit creates the absurd
situation in which too much means deprivation: there are
both workers available to make things that millions need,
and there are also the tools, machinery and materials nec-
essary to make those things, and yet both remain idle—
not because real human need has been satiated, but be-
cause goods cannot be sold profitably.
Whereas overabundance in a rational society based on

human need would be a cause for celebration (and short-
ening the workday), in capitalism it is a cause for alarm
and crisis—a crisis in which goods rot and factories lay
idle while people who need the goods and are able to
work face devastation.
These crises are a product of the unplanned, anarchic

character of the capitalist market. Each crisis leads to a re-
covery in which the “big fish eat the small fish”—that is,
the surviving capitalist units gobble up the ones that
failed—and a new period of unplanned expansion begins
again. One of the most visible results of this process is the
centralization and concentration of capital—the growth
of bigger and bigger capitalist conglomerates that control
more and more wealth.
Capitalism through this economic cycle of boom and

bust has gone from being a system of individual capital-
ists centered chiefly in England, each employing dozens
of workers, to a world system of production dominated
by giant multinational firms whose operations span the
globe and that employ hundreds of thousands. Wal-Mart,
the world’s largest retail company, for example, employs
more than a million people and has sales in the hundreds
of billions of dollars. What began as the relatively “free”
market competition of early capitalism has given way to
monopoly—the domination of industries by a handful of
giant multinationals.

Endless war
Capitalism was never a peaceful system—force, particu-

larly the armed forces of the state—have always been used
to optimize the profit-making capacities of different na-
tional capitalist groups. With the growth of monopolies,
the role of the state and its armed forces also grew.
As capitalism burst the bounds of national markets,

each state marshaled its forces to both protect and expand
the markets of its “home” capitalist interests. While war-
fare and conquest did not originate in capitalism, it sur-
passes all previous societies in the level of systematic vio-
lence it has engendered. In the late 19th century, the most
powerful states used fraud, theft and violence to carve up
colonies among themselves. Divide and conquer—using
race, language and other characteristics to pit the ex-
ploited against each other—became a crucial method by
which the ruling classes attempted to secure their rule.
This conflict between the growth of the world economy
and its division between competing national states vying
for world dominance, produced two of the world’s most
devastating wars.
Since the Second World War, the United States has

emerged as the world’s dominant power. The United

States, whom Martin Luther King, Jr. once described as
“the greatest purveyor of violence” in the world, today
uses its vast military might—it accounts for half of the
world’s military spending and has hundreds of military
bases all over the world—to exert its global domination
through various means including wars of occupation in
Iraq and Afghanistan and arming client states such as
Colombia and Israel to the teeth.
The development of a nuclear arms race, first between

the U.S. and the Soviet Union, and now involving several
states including Europe, Pakistan, India, and Israel, has
driven home the fact that capitalism, alongside its capacity
to produce tremendous wealth, has also produced the
means by which life on our planet can be entirely wiped
out. It is this development, as well as environmental de-
struction, that reveal in the starkest terms the irrationality
of capitalism.

Planetary disaster
The unplanned, anarchic nature of capitalist produc-

tion also has led to unprecendented environmental de-
struction that now threatens to destroy its ability to sus-
tain life as we know it. Despite efforts by industry-funded
think tanks to deny it, it is now almost universally ac-
cepted that the planet is warming at an alarming rate, and
that the production of harmful greenhouse gases into the
atmosphere, chiefly carbon dioxide, are to blame.
Rising sea levels, leading to coastal flooding, more un-

predictable and extreme weather patterns, desertification,
more frequent and devastating forest fires, and the de-
struction of agricultural land are just some of the conse-
quences.
The solution to this crisis is not the reversion to some

pre-industrial Eden, but the harnessing of the technical
and scientific knowledge that already exists and putting it
to use to tackle the problems. But this would require up-
recendent international cooperation. The economic drive
of capitalism—in which industry is concerned only with
the profits to be made and not the environmental impact
of the production process or the disposal of waste—in-
hibits the creation of an adequate solution within the
confines of capitalism.
“Modern bourgeois society, with its relations of pro-

duction, of exchange and of property, a society that has
conjured up such gigantic means of production and of ex-
change,” wrote Marx in the Communist Manifesto, “is like
the sorcerer who is no longer able to control the powers of
the nether world whom he has called up by his spells.”
This statement is seems more frightningly prescient than
when it was written in 1847.
To summarize, while the development of tremendous

labor productivity under capitalism has produced wealth
enough to wipe out poverty and hunger, it has done so at
the expense of the majority whose labor has made these
changes possible; it has done so, moreover, in such a way
as to produce more and more precarious economic crisis,
destructive wars and dangerous environmental crises, all
of which can only be overcome when the system itself is
overcome.
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The case for socialism
The alternative is socialism, a society based on workers
 collectively owning and controlling the wealth their labor
creates.

— From the ISO “Where We Stand”

YOU’VE SEEN the slogans at different protests: “people
over profits”; “human need not corporate greed.” They
reflect a basic realization among many people that there is
something deeply wrong with the market-driven priori-
ties of capitalism.
Take, for example, health care. More than 47 million

people go without health insurance because they simply
cannot afford it. They are therefore not considered by the
highly profitable health care industry part of the health
care market.
Likewise, the 37 million people who go hungry every

year in the United States are not part of the food market.
Profits cannot be made by feeding the hungry. It is not
simply that capitalism places more emphasis on profit
than on meeting human needs, it’s that capitalism places
no emphasis at all on meeting human needs—it simply
does not factor into how capitalists make decision about
production and distribution. Anything that increases pro-
ductivity, reduces costs and raises profits is good as far as
the capitalist is concerned. Anything that raises costs, re-
duces productivity, and cuts into profits is bad.
Certainly, capitalists know they must make something

useful, i.e., that someone else wants, in order to sell it for
a profit. But the aim of the operation is profit. When
agribusiness worries about a “grain glut,” it is not because
everyone in the world now has enough food. In fact, mil-
lions starve every year even during food “gluts,” because
the glut has nothing to do with human need, but only
with whether or not the food can be sold profitably. The
800 million starving people on the planet are an irrele-
vant factor for the food industry.
Now imagine a society where the means of production

are held in common, by free association, and where labor
is expended and allocated according to a social plan. In-
stead of things being produced only if they can be sold
profitably, they are produced because they are socially nec-
essary, and their production and distribution is carried out
according to a democratically worked-out plan.
Imagine a society where, instead of “overproduction”

being a trigger for economic crisis, unemployment and
bankruptcies, it merely offers an opportunity to reduce
the hours that society spends making that particular
thing. 
Imagine a society in which all people take from society

what they need, put in what they can, and where no one
is satisfied until everyone has adequate food, shelter,
clothing, transportation, health care and so on—includ-
ing those who through age or infirmity can no longer
contribute productively or care for themselves.
To truly live harmoniously with each other and with

our natural environment, society must undergo "a com-
plete revolution in our hitherto existing mode of produc-
tion, and simultaneously a revolution in our whole con-

temporary social order," wrote Frederick Engels.
Such a society would still produce a surplus, but in-

stead of that surplus going to a tiny minority as profit,
that surplus would be allocated in ways to enhance the
social and personal wellbeing of the whole society. Instead
of relying on the blind forces of the market, which im-
pose upon each capitalist the drive for profit as an exter-
nal law of compulsion, we have a society in which all de-
cision about production and distribution are thought out
and consciously agreed upon.
Such a society would have no need for a special body

to coerce the population—a state—on behalf of a minor-
ity exploiting class. Such a society would have no need to
divide the population against itself—to pit men against
women, whites against Blacks, straights against LGBT
people, and so on—in order to maintain the machinery
of exploitation without hindrance; because that machin-
ery will have been dismantled.
That society is socialism.
Socialistic and communistic ideas have been dreamed

about for centuries. In the 1400s, for example, the Ta-
borites, a religious sect in Bohemia, preached a commu-
nism of shared consumption: “In these days,” went a de-
scription of their teachings, “there shall be no king, ruler or
subject on the earth, and all imposts and taxes shall cease;
no one shall force another to do anything, for all shall be
equal brothers and sisters.... As in the town of Tabor there
is no mine or thine, but all is held in common.”
A tract written in 1649 by Abiezer Coppe, a radical

Ranter during the period of the English Revolution, in-
toned: “The axe is laid to the root of the tree.... I will hew
it down. And as I live, I will plague your Honor, Pomp,
Greatness, Superfluity, and confound it into parity, equal-
ity [and] community.”
Later, as industrial capitalism began to develop, there

arose socialists who criticized the evils of this new system,
but could not offer a bridge from this society to one
based on their socialist vision. They didn’t understand
that socialism had to be more than a vision of a better
and more just world—there had to be the material and
social conditions developed within society to make the
transition to a new society possible. These “utopian so-
cialists,” as Marx and Engels called them, could criticize
the evils of capitalism, but by way of an alternative could
only offer blueprints for a better world.
The modern socialist movement, whose first theorists

were Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, saw itself as part of
this tradition, with an important difference. For it, “so-
cialism was no longer an accidental discovery of this or
that brain, but the necessary outcome of the struggle be-
tween two historically developed classes—the proletariat
[working class] and the bourgeoisie.” 
The overthrow of capitalism, with its “crying contrasts

of want and luxury, starvation and surfeit,” cannot be
guaranteed simply by the “consciousness that this mode
of distribution is unjust, and that justice must eventually
triumph,” wrote Engels in his classic book Anti-Duhring.
Socialism is possible as it never was before because in ad-
dition to the knowledge that equality and freedom is just,
capitalism has created the material conditions, that is, the
material abundance, and social forces necessary to effect a
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change in that direction.
The modern call for the abolition of class antagonisms

has behind it the development by capitalism itself of un-
told wealth, its competitive tendency which pushes it to
ramp up human productivity and leads to the greater and
greater socialization of production; and finally, the cre-
ation of a class of wage workers who have the concen-
trated power to challenge their class oppression.
Engels sums up the reason that socialist ideas began re-

ally to take hold most strongly in the period of the rise of
modern capitalism:

Modern large-scale industry has called into being on the
one hand a proletariat, a class which for the first time in
history can demand the abolition, not of this or that par-
ticular class organization, or of this or that particular class
privilege, but of classes themselves, and which is in such a
position that it must carry through this demand on pain
of sinking to the level of the Chinese coolie.
On the other hand, this same large-scale industry has

brought into being, in the bourgeoisie, a class which has
the monopoly of all the instruments of production and
means of subsistence, but which in each speculative boom
period and in each crash that follows it proves that it has
become incapable of any longer controlling the produc-
tive forces, which have grown beyond its power, a class
under whose leadership society is racing to ruin like a lo-
comotive whose jammed safety valve the driver is too
weak to open.
In other words, the reason is that both the productive

forces created by the modern capitalist mode of produc-
tion and the system of distribution of goods established
by it have come into crying contradiction with that mode
of production itself, and in fact to such a degree that, if
the whole of modern society is not to perish, a revolution
in the mode of production and distribution must take
place, a revolution which will put an end to all class dis-
tinctions.
On this tangible, material fact, which is impressing it-

self in a more or less clear form, but with insuperable ne-
cessity, on the minds of the exploited proletarians—on
this fact, and not on the conceptions of justice and injus-
tice held by any armchair philosopher, is modern social-
ism’s confidence in victory founded.

Standing on the 
shoulders of giants

We stand in the Marxist tradition, founded by Karl Marx
and Frederick Engels, and continued by V.I. Lenin, Rosa
Luxemburg and Leon Trotsky.

— From the ISO “Where We Stand”

THIS STATEMENT is by no means meant to imply
that these five socialists listed are the only important
Marxists in the movement’s history—or that we elevate
the role of individuals over and above that of the collec-
tive struggles of ordinary workers and oppressed people.
On the contrary, every important theoretical advance

in the Marxist movement has been based upon develop-
ments in the class struggle, and for every great Marxist,
there are thousands of lesser-known, if not completely

unknown, organizers, theorists and leaders who have
made an indelible mark. However, Marx, Engels, Luxem-
burg, Lenin and Trotsky have, to date, made the most im-
portant theoretical and practical contributions to the so-
cialist tradition.
These names can also be considered shorthand for the

most important historical trends in the development of
the socialist movement—from its beginnings with the
First International Workingmen’s Association in the sec-
ond half of the 19th century; the Second International
that followed it, during which mass socialist parties first
developed; then, the success of the Russian Revolution in
1917 and the creation of the Third (Communist) Inter-
national in the early 1920s; and finally, the period of the
Stalinist degeneration of the Russian Revolution and the
Fourth International, through which Trotsky and his fol-
lowers upheld the genuine Marxist tradition.
Marx and Engels were the first to put socialism on a

scientific footing, rooting it in the material conditions
and contradictions of capitalism itself, whereas previous
socialists had spun socialist utopias out of their own
heads. Marx was the first to systematically analyze the
character of the capitalist economy and describe the his-
torical conditions (abundance and a concentrated labor-
ing class) that made socialism a real possibility.
Together, they established that socialism was “the self-

emancipation of the working class”—that is, true libera-
tion from class society and inequality could come not
through the enlightened actions of individuals or small
minorities, but only through the mass activity of the ma-
jority of exploited. Marx and Engels showed that revolu-
tion was necessary not only to sweep aside the old order,
but because only through revolution could the majority
of people throw off their deference to authority and be-
come “fit to rule” in their own name.
Lenin, in theory and in practice, was the first Marxist

to develop the organizational framework—a party of the
working class consisting of its most class-conscious fight-
ers—through which the liberation of the working class
could be fulfilled. He restored Marx’s theory of the
state—that it is a product of class antagonism and will
disappear when classes are abolished—to its rightful place
in the Marxist movement. Finally, he helped formulate an
understanding of the relationship between the interna-
tional struggle for socialism and struggles for national lib-
eration against imperialism.
Rosa Luxemburg upheld the necessity of revolutionary

change when leaders of the Second International were
turning socialist parties into vehicles of gradualist re-
formism. She also developed the theory of the mass
strike—drawing the experience of the 1905 Revolution in
Russia—as a central component in the revolutionary
process.
In addition to being the most important leader of the

Russian Revolution after Lenin, Trotsky was the founder
of the theory of permanent revolution, which rejected the
mechanical schematism of social democracy and asserted
the impossibility of socialism in one country and the ne-
cessity of internationalism, and placed the working class at
the heart of all radical social revolutions and movements.
Perhaps more importantly, without Trotsky’s fight
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against the rising Stalinist bureaucracy and his analysis of
it as a product of the isolation and backwardness of Rus-
sia rather than the “original sin” of Leninism, the small
but important shoots of genuine socialism upon which a
new movement can be erected would not exist today.
Through Trotsky, the international character of socialism
(the impossibility of socialism in one country) and the
centrality of the working class in the fight for socialism
were upheld.

What Marxism is and is not
Important in understanding Marxism is understand-

ing what it is not. Distortion upon lie upon distortion
have been piled so high that genuine Marxism is now
buried underneath a pile of rubbish. There are now so
many people with diametrically opposed ideas who nev-
ertheless claim to be Marxists that the term has become
almost meaningless. 
So, for example, Engels looked at the Paris Commune

of 1871, where the government consisted of directly
elected, instantly recallable delegates paid no more than a
workers’ wage, and called it a workers’ government.
Joseph Stalin identified the top-down, one-party bureau-
cratic monolith he established in Russia in the 1930s as a
workers’ government. Both cannot be right. Put starkly,
the question is this: Is Marxism the liberation of human-
ity from class and national oppression, from state tyranny
and from want; or is it the gulag, rationing, slave labor
camps and an ubiquitous secret police?
Of course, in order to discredit Marxism, there are de-

fenders of capitalism who would say that the one led to
the other—that all revolutions lead to tyranny. There are
many instances in history where ideas have been twisted
and distorted to disguise entirely different realities or
practices. After all, both Tom Paine—a true democrat
who fought against kings and privilege—and George W.
Bush profess to be advocates of democracy and freedom.
There is a yawning gulf between Marxism as a set of

ideas about how to fight and win a better society (i.e., as a
guide to action), and the pseudo-Marxist state ideologies
of Stalin’s Russia and Mao’s China, which were used to
paper over inequality and justify societies in which ex-
ploitation and oppression still existed.
In the early 1920s, Lenin warned in a debate on na-

tionalism that it was important for socialists not to paint
national movements in “communist colors.” With the
rise of Stalinism and the contortion of Marxism into an
ideology of state-led development rather than working-
class emancipation, this is precisely what happened.
A whole series of national revolutions developed that

challenged colonial domination in the name of socialism,
but which established new states modeled on the Soviet
Union—a society where workers had lost power by the
end of the 1920s.
In his pamphlet Principles of Communism, Frederick

Engels describes communism as “the doctrine of the con-
ditions of the liberation of the proletariat”—or in more
modern terms, the working class. Marx and Engels there-
fore rejected all “socialisms” or radical politics that advo-
cated the substitution of some other individual, group or
class for the self-activity of the working class.

“For almost 40 years,” Marx and Engels wrote, “we
have emphasized that the class struggle is the immediate
motive force of history and, in particular, that the class
struggle between bourgeoisie and proletariat is the great
lever of modern social revolution; hence we cannot possi-
bly cooperate with men who seek to eliminate that class
struggle from the movement.
“At the founding of the International, we expressly for-

mulated the battle cry: The emancipation of the working
class must be achieved by the working class itself. Hence
we cannot cooperate with men who say openly that the
workers are too uneducated to emancipate themselves,
and must first be emancipated from above by philan-
thropic members of the upper and lower middle classes.”
Hence socialism is not a movement of social legisla-

tion; nor is it a movement in which a few hundred or
even several thousand armed guerrillas liberate the masses
on their behalf, while the masses play either a purely pas-
sive or merely supportive role; and it most emphatically is
not the work of great leaders acting as conductors, waving
their batons.
The real Marxist tradition rejects the identification of

socialism with the actions of small minorities, with the es-
tablishment of one-party state bureaucracies, or with the
gradualist approach that asks the working class to put its
faith in elected officials and in congresses and parlia-
ments. Ordinary people must themselves organize and
fight, creating their own institutions of struggle and of
governance.
As Marx and Engels wrote, “Both for the production

on a mass scale of this communist consciousness, and for
the success of the cause itself, the alteration of men on a
mass scale is necessary, an alteration which can only take
place in a practical movement, a revolution; this revolu-
tion is necessary, therefore, not only because the ruling
class cannot be overthrown in any other way, but also be-
cause the class overthrowing it can only in a revolution
succeed in ridding itself of all the muck of ages and be-
come fitted to found society anew.”
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Workers create society’s wealth, but have no control over its
production and distribution.

— From the ISO “Where We Stand”

THE GREAT great class divide in capitalist society is be-
tween a relatively small number of capitalists who own
the means of production—the land, the factories, the
mines, warehouses, offices, transport and communica-
tion—and the working-class majority who, deprived of
its own means of labor, must sell its labor piecemeal as a
commodity to these same owners in order to survive.
The working class today is on a world scale larger than

it has ever been; conversely, the concentration of the
world’s wealth in the hands of a few thousand multibil-
lion-dollar firms has developed to an unimaginable degree.
Because capitalists own the means of production, and

because they purchase labor power, they also own labor’s
product. Workers also have no control over the character
and conditions of their work. The realm of work is the
most complete despotism, even in a capitalist democracy.
Workers under capitalism are therefore estranged, or

alienated, not only from the results of their labor but also
from the work process itself. Work is but a means to ob-
tain a livelihood, not an end in itself. Labor for the capi-
talist is but a means to expand profits—labor and the
labor process itself is subordinated to this goal of constant
accumulation.
All improvements in productivity under capitalism do

not ease the burden of labor or reduce work hours, but
intensify them. Labor-saving devices are merely a means
to increase the degree of exploitation of labor, a means to
further enslave the workers to the machine, the assembly
line and the clock.
Marx, writing in Capital, put it this way:

All means for the development of production...become a
means of domination and exploitation of the producers;
they distort the worker into a fragment of a man, they de-
grade him to the level of an appendage to the machine,
they destroy the actual content of his labor by turning it
into a torment; they alienate from him the intellectual po-
tentialities of the labor process in the same proportion as
science is incorporated in it as an independent power;
they deform the labor process to a despotism the more
hateful for its meanness. 

Marx describes this as the domination of dead labor
(capital) over living labor.
A socialist society can only be built when workers col-

lectively take control of that wealth and democratically
plan its production and distribution according to human
needs instead of profit.
By taking control of capitalism’s wealth, we mean not

simply the appropriation of the capitalists’ profits, but the

seizure of the whole machinery of production and distri-
bution by workers themselves. Only by this collective
control of both production and distribution can a new
society be created in which they are reorganized on a
democratic plan.
Socialism must involve the active seizure of control

over the workplaces by workers themselves, as well as the
formation by workers themselves of democratically elected
institutions of struggle and control, in order to socialize
production and transform it into the property of the peo-
ple as a whole. Without this component, it will not be
possible to reverse the distorted priorities of capitalism
and replace them with the humane priorities of socialism.
At the same time, socialism is not simply groups of

workers taking over their own workplaces. Socialization
can only take place on a society-wide basis, and therefore
the working class must take over the means of production
as a whole and reorganize it. Socialism can only be a
product of a mass, democratic movement of the working
class, not simply a better idea of what the world should
be. Only the working class, because of its unique position
in society, is capable of creating a new social system.
All previous class societies rested on an oppressed, or

exploited, class that was responsible for producing not
only its own means of survival but also a surplus for a
dominant, ruling class. But the conditions of work did
not allow for the oppressed in these societies to unite as a
collective and consciously reshape society.
Slaves and serfs could rebel, even overthrow a hated

despot, but they could not create new social relations. As
Hal Draper writes, farmworkers and peasants “live in at-
omized groups which stress self-sufficiency, separateness,
reliance on individual effort; they are not thrown together
in crowds and subjected to simultaneous stresses in the
heat of social struggles as are workers.”
The working class under capitalism, by virtue of its

being herded together in great cities, forced to work col-
lectively and cooperatively in large establishments (facto-
ries, offices, hospitals, etc.), is the first exploited class that
is capable of perceiving its own conditions and uniting to
transform them.
Again, as Draper writes, “Workers are taught organiza-

tion not by superior intelligence or outside agitators, but
by the capitalists themselves. They are organized on the as-
sembly lines, in the factory gangs, in shifts, in work teams,
in the division of labor of capitalism itself. Capitalism can-
not live without ‘organizing’ its workers, teaching them
the virtues of working together, therefore of solidarity.”
Of course, capitalism also divides workers by forcing

them to compete with one another on the job market;
and it is this competition that provides the ruling class
with a basis to promote division of language, race, sex and
so on. But capitalism also compels workers to unite. As
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Engels writes in Principles of Communism, modern indus-
try, “by thus throwing great masses in one spot...gives to
the proletarians a consciousness of their own strength.”
The working class is the vast majority of society and is

the key to the fight for socialism. Marx and Engels wrote
in the Communist Manifesto, “All previous historical
movements were movements of minorities, or in the in-
terest of minorities. The proletarian movement is the self-
conscious, independent movement of the immense ma-
jority, in the interest of the immense majority.”
At that time, this statement was not true even in

Britain, where the industrial revolution began. The au-
thors were projecting into the future, knowing that as
capitalism developed, it would break down old forms of
production and replace them with capitalist social rela-
tions that depended on wage labor. In industrialized soci-
eties like the United States and Germany, workers—peo-
ple who work for a wage and have minimal control over
the work process—are the majority. 
Today most people in the world live in crowded cities.

The development of capitalism has continually driven
millions upon millions off the land and into cities, a
process that continues to this day. Yet the growth of capi-
talist production has not been able to absorb everyone
who once worked the land. The tremendous develop-
ment of productivity means that as capitalism grows, it
absorbs relatively fewer workers. The result is what Mike
Davis has called a “planet of slums.”
Yet even in countries where the working class is not

the majority of society, it remains the key class that must
lead the struggle of all the oppressed and outcast to over-
come capitalism, due to its central economic position; it
has its hands on the jugular of capitalism, because labor is
capitalism’s lifeblood.

The power to bring the
system to a halt
Socialism is working-class self-emancipation. Only mass
struggles of the workers themselves can put an end to the cap-
italist system of oppression and exploitation.

— From the ISO “Where We Stand”

THE WORKING class is potentially powerful not sim-
ply because it is the preponderant class in society, but be-
cause of its economic weight, a fact expressed well in the
old labor song “Solidarity Forever”: “Without our brain
and muscle, not a single wheel would turn.”
Individually, workers are powerless to stop production.

The conditions of production themselves promote
among workers the necessity of such collective action,
without which the tendency is always for employers to
continually drive down wages and benefits, and speed up
production. As the Russian revolutionary Lenin wrote:

The factories, the landlords’ land, the machines, the rail-
ways, etc., etc., are all like wheels in a giant machine—the
machine that extracts various products, processes them
and delivers them to their destination.

The whole of this machine is set in motion by the
worker who tills the soil, extracts ores, makes commodi-
ties in the factories, builds houses, work shops and rail-
ways. When the workers refuse to work, the entire ma-
chine threatens to stop. Every strike reminds the capital-
ists that it is the workers and not they who are the real
masters—the workers who are more and more loudly
proclaiming their rights. 

Moreover, if a strike reminds the capitalists who are
the real masters, it also teaches workers the same lesson—
it transforms their consciousness. “The combination of
capital has created for this mass a common situation,
common interests,” writes Karl Marx. “This mass is thus
already a class as against capital, but not yet for itself. In
the struggle, of which we have noted only a few phases,
this mass becomes united, and constitutes itself as a class
for itself. The interests it defends becomes class interests.”
A strike gives workers self-confidence, showing them

that they are not alone, but share a common condition
and can prepare a common response to their oppression.
It also teaches workers how to measure their strength
against the capitalists—it teaches them how to fight and
when to retreat. Strikes also teach workers about the na-
ture of the state, which uses its police powers against strik-
ers and in favor of the employers. Workers learn firsthand
that the laws are made for the rich and not for them.
Strikes teach solidarity, which is the essential condition

for breaking down divisions among workers of race, sex,
sexual preference, language, and nationality. The more
widespread and developed the class struggle, the more
workers come to see themselves as a single class with com-
mon interests—and the more open they become to using
their power not only to better their own conditions, but
to effect a complete transformation of society—that is,
the more they become socialist workers.
Even a small, well-placed strike can cripple an entire

company, and even an entire industry. If a certain indus-
try is central to a country’s economy—for example, oil
workers in Saudi Arabia—a strike in that sector can crip-
ple an entire economy, and have effects beyond the bor-
ders. During the Iranian Revolution in the late 1970s
40,000 oil workers played a key role in bringing down
the autocratic regime of the Shah—by shutting down
Iran’s oil industry.
Put simply, workers have their hands on the levers of

production, and the more productive capitalism becomes,
the greater potential power the working class has because
the lever it controls moves a constantly increasing amount
of productive power.
Workers’ position in society is such that when they

move into action in large numbers, they tend to stir up
society as a whole. Just think of the May 1968 general
strike in France or the Solidarnosc movement in Poland.
Its social position as the class at the bottom of society

which feeds all others places it in a situation in which its
collective struggle—itself compelled by the collective na-
ture of the production process itself—has the potential to
provide an alternative that can attract other social layers
and oppressed sectors looking for an alternative.
As the American socialist Hal Draper wrote:

Only the proletariat, by the conditions of its existence,
embodies a social program pointing to an alternative to
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capitalism.
However desperate a peasantry or a petty-bourgeois

may become, these classes cannot give society a lead in a
new direction, not simply because of social-psychological
constraints, but because there is no social solution that ef-
fectively corresponds to these classes’ interests, while at
the same time corresponding to the interests of society in
general, including the preservation of the social fabric in
time of dissolution and crisis.
In contrast, the working class, as the bottom layer of the

class system, cannot stir without objectively pointing to a
program, even when it consciously rejects it: namely, the
assumption of social responsibility by a democratically or-
ganized people, regardless of private interests—a program
which, concretized, means the abolition of capitalism. 

The working class is the first class in society whose
revolutionary interests do not and cannot result in the
erection of a new system of exploitation. In bourgeois
revolutions, the dissolution of feudal relations gave way to
capitalist relations—one form of exploitation giving way
to another, and one form of minority rule to another.
In seizing collective control of the means of produc-

tion, the working class does not set itself up as a new ex-
ploiting class, but instead creates the conditions for the
first time for the abolition of class division and the intro-
duction of a system based on socialized production.
Workers cannot take control of production except as a
collective—they cannot divide the factories, for example,
which if dismantled would cease to function.
As Marx and Engels put it in the Communist Mani-

festo:

All the preceding classes that got the upper hand sought
to fortify their already acquired status by subjecting soci-
ety at large to their conditions of appropriation. The pro-
letarians cannot become masters of the productive forces
of society, except by abolishing their own previous mode
of appropriation, and thereby also every other previous
mode of appropriation. They have nothing of their own
to secure and to fortify; their mission is to destroy all pre-
vious securities for, and insurances of, individual property.

Uniting to resist the
employers’ attacks
We support trade unions as essential to the fight for workers’
economic and political rights. To make the unions fight for
workers’ interests, rank-and-file workers must organize
themselves independent of the union officials.

— From the ISO “Where We Stand”

SOCIALISTS SUPPORT trade unions because they are
the most elementary form of organization of the working
class. They are the result of the recognition by a group of
workers in a single workplace, company or industry that
in order to combat the concerted effort of employers to
maximize profit by reducing wages and increasing the
speed of work, workers must combine in order to resist.
The basis for working-class combination, as we have

noted, is established by the collective character of the fac-

tory system, which throws large numbers of workers to-
gether to engage in common work. The necessity for
combination comes from the fact that capitalists force
down wages and conditions by making workers compete
with each other.
The point was laid out well by a 19th century socialist,

John Gray:

The quantity of wealth which a working-man receives is
always the least that his labor can be purchased for; and
the reason why he does not obtain twice the quantity he
obtains at present is because if he, an individual, were to
demand it, and refuse to work for a lesser quantity, he
would be thrown out of employment altogether, by an-
other individual offering to do the same work for the new
quantity given—or in other words, by another individual
competing with him. 

Marx and Engels were among the first socialists to
support trade unions. The utopian socialists who came
before them looked with disdain on strikes and combina-
tions, seeing workers merely as passive beneficiaries of
their social panaceas. “The first attempt of workers to as-
sociate among themselves always takes place in the form
of combinations [unions],” Marx wrote.

Large-scale industry concentrates in one place a crowd of
people unknown to one another. Competition divides
their interests. But the maintenance of wages, this com-
mon interest which they have against their boss, unites
them in a common thought of resistance—combination.
Thus, combination always has a double aim, that of stop-
ping competition among the workers, so that they can
carry on general competition with the capitalist.
If the first aim of resistance was merely the mainte-

nance of wages, combinations, at first isolated, constitute
themselves into groups as the capitalists in their turn
unite for the purpose of repression, and in the face of al-
ways united capital, the maintenance of the association
becomes more necessary to them than that of wages. 

For Marx, trade unions were important not simply be-
cause they helped workers to improve—or prevent the
worsening of—their conditions, but also because they
helped advance the fighting strength and class conscious-
ness of workers, allowing them to move beyond local eco-
nomic issues to bigger, class-wide questions.
Trade unions, it is true, cannot alter the fact of ex-

ploitation—they merely allow workers to push back
against capital’s constant drive to cut wages and benefits
and increase the speed of production. The results of
union struggles in economic terms are often paltry—and
when more substantial, are often rescinded or whittled
away again when employers get the upper hand.
But this was not the most important question, as

Marx wrote:

[T]he alternative rise and fall of wages, and the continual
conflicts between masters and men resulting therefrom,
are, in the present organization of industry, the indispen-
sable means of holding up the spirit of the laboring
classes, of combining them into one great association
against the encroachments of the ruling class, and of pre-
venting them from becoming apathetic, thoughtless,
more or less well-fed instruments of production.
In a state of society founded upon the antagonism of

classes, if we want to prevent Slavery in fact as well as in
name, we must accept war. In order to rightly appreciate
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the value of strikes and combinations, we must not allow
ourselves to be blinded by the apparent insignificance of
their economical results, but hold, above all things, in
view their moral and political consequences. 

Living in the United States, with its historically low
strike levels and extremely low unionization rates, we can
see how the weakness of the unions has allowed the em-
ployers to drive down wages, benefits and conditions for
workers over the past three decades without facing a
strong challenge from the labor movement.
We therefore support the growth of unions in the

United States. A new wave of class struggle will both be
preceded by, and give rise to, a new wave of unionization
that will not only improve conditions for the class, but
develop its consciousness as a class fighting for a better
world.

The limits of unions
But if socialists support unions and wish more workers

to be in them, they do not therefore think that unions are
sufficient to advance the long-term interests of the work-
ing class, let alone to advance the fight for socialism.
To begin with, trade unions by definition divide work-

ers up according to trade and have historically failed to
represent the interests of the less-skilled and unskilled
workers. Employers have often been successful in pitting
the interests of skilled trades workers against those of un-
skilled workers in the same industry.
Industrial unions, which unite workers by industry

rather than by trade, are far more effective in representing
the interests of workers, regardless of skill or pay scale,
not to mention gender and race.
Yet even industrial unions have limits that they share

with all unions. First, they do not for the most part unite
workers across different industries. Second, they are more
or less permanent institutions designed not to overthrow
capitalism, but to improve the conditions of workers
within it. In that sense, they must negotiate the terms of
exploitation, not abolish them.
“Trade unions,” wrote Marx, “work well as centers of

resistance against the encroachments of capital. They fail
generally from limiting themselves to a guerrilla war
against the effects of the existing system, instead of simul-
taneously trying to change it.”
So within unions, there is both an impetus to resist

capital on the one hand, and on the other, a drive toward
conservatism to preserve the organization. To survive and
negotiate with the employers, unions create an organiza-
tional apparatus of full-time officials that become sepa-
rated from the rank and file, and who tend to increasingly
see the survival of the institution (the source of their in-
come) as more important than the success of the struggle.
As the Polish-born revolutionary Rosa Luxemburg

wrote in The Mass Strike:

The specialization of professional activity as trade union
leaders, as well as the naturally restricted horizon which is
bound up with disconnected economic struggles in a
peaceful period, leads only too easily, amongst trade
union officials, to bureaucratism and a certain narrowness
of outlook.
Both, however, express themselves in a whole series of

tendencies which may be fateful in the highest degree for

the future of the trade union movement.
There is first of all the overvaluation of the organiza-

tion, which from a means has gradually been changed
into an end in itself, a precious thing, to which the inter-
ests of the struggles should be subordinated. From this
also comes that openly admitted need for peace which
shrinks from great risks and presumed dangers to the sta-
bility of the trade-unions, and further, the overvaluation
of the trade union method of struggle itself, its prospects
and its successes. 

This bureaucratism has reached its apogee in the
United States, where trade union officials pay themselves
salaries closer to the employers they negotiate with than
the workers they are meant to represent. Some U.S. offi-
cials make hefty six-figure salaries. Gus Bevona, who once
ran New York City’s 65,000-member building service
workers’ union in the 1980s and 1990s, made more than
$400,000 a year—and received a $1.5 million retirement
package after he was forced out under pressure from a
lawsuit filed by dissidents. A former president of the hotel
and restaurant union, Edward Hanley, had the union
purchase a $2.5 million jet for his personal use while he
was president. Gerald McEntee, president of the Ameri-
can Federation of State, County and Municipal Employ-
ees, made more than $530,000 in 2007.
“Business unionism” has reached such proportions in

the U.S. that workers no longer feel the union really repre-
sents their interests—or, perhaps more importantly, that
they have any organizational input or say as to what the
union does or does not do. Unionism became so bureau-
cratized and separate from the needs of workers that
George Meany, the head of the AFL during the 1950s
until 1979, a strong proponent of labor-capital coopera-
tion, proudly stated that he had never walked a picket line.

Mobilizing the power of
the rank and file
To make the unions fight for workers’ interests, rank-and-file
workers must organize themselves independent of the union
officials.

— From the ISO “Where We Stand”

IN OUR last article, we described the contradictory na-
ture of trade unions—that they are organizations of basic
self-defense for workers, and at the same time exert a
moderating influence on the class struggle.
A look at the formation of the mass industrial unions

in the 1930s—born out of mass strikes and sit-downs—
makes the first side of the contradiction clear. The year
1933 marked the beginning of an upsurge in class strug-
gle. Strikes tripled to 1,856 in 1934, and shot up to a
peak of 4,470 in 1937. The strike wave was accompanied
by an explosion of union organizing: membership rose
from 2.6 million in 1934 to 7.3 million in 1938.
The efforts by union leaders to contain the sit-down

strikes and curb militants in the unions in the same pe-
riod showed the other side of the contradiction. Mine
workers leader John L. Lewis, who saw the writing on the
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wall and moved to organize the millions of radicalizing
workers into the newly-formed Congress of Industrial
Unions (CIO), also moved to curb the sit-down strikes
(where workers sat down inside the factory instead of set-
ting up picket lines outside the factory) and tame the
labor movement. “A CIO contract is adequate protection
against sit-downs, lie-downs, or any other kind of strike,”
he announced.
Rank-and-file workers are driven by conditions to or-

ganize and fight back, and they learn in the course of
struggle that militant tactics—strong mass pickets, soli-
darity action and so on—get results. The union official-
dom, on the other hand, tends toward a cautious conser-
vatism when it comes to fighting back, for fear of risking
the survival of the organization, which is the basis of its
own position.
The bureaucracy’s role as a mediator between workers

and bosses elevates it above the rank and file, distances it
from the latter’s conditions and experiences and places it
in some respects closer in outlook and lifestyle to the
managers it negotiates with.
Trade union officials are not workers any more, but

neither are they employers. Their job is to represent the
interests of the rank and file. They therefore come under
pressure, to varying degrees, to answer to the interests of
their members. British Marxists Tony Cliff and Donny
Gluckstein put it this way: The trade union bureaucracy
“holds back and controls workers’ struggle, but it has a
vital interest not to push the collaboration with employ-
ers and state to a point where it makes the unions com-
pletely impotent.”
That means even the most bureaucratic union leaders,

if put under enough pressure from the rank and file, can
be compelled to take action—though their inclination
will always be to contain such action and wind it up as
quickly as possible.
Cliff and Gluckstein draw the following conclusion

from this, a point that relates particularly strongly to the
state of today’s unions in the U.S.: “If the union fails en-
tirely to articulate members’ grievances, this will lead
eventually either to effective internal changes to the lead-
ership, or to membership apathy and organizational dis-
integration.”
Apathy and disintegration has been like a disease eat-

ing at the U.S. labor movement for the past few decades,
resulting in a low level of union membership and a weak
labor movement that has yet to mobilize an effective re-
sistance to three decades of employer attacks on wages,
benefits and conditions.

Organizing the rank and file
The conclusion socialists draw from this understand-

ing of the limits of the trade union bureaucracy is that the
rank and file must organize itself independently of union
officials, supporting them insofar as they represent mem-
bers’ interests, criticizing them insofar as they misrepre-
sent those interests, and ready to act independently of the
officials when this becomes necessary.
Rank-and-file organization can take a number of forms:

as a campaign for union reform or new leadership; as a
caucus to put pressure on the leadership to act in the mem-

bers’ interests; or as directly elected workplace or shop del-
egates that organize independently of the leadership.
The union leaders’ position as part of a distinct social

layer means that even leaders that rise from the ranks
adapt and become alienated from the rank and file. For
this reason, union reform movements, while crucial in
awakening the rank and file and fighting for a union
more responsive to the membership, cannot completely
alter the nature of the trade union bureaucracy, which is a
product of its social position.
A case in point is the Miners for Democracy (MFD), a

rank-and-file reform movement in the United Mine
Workers of America (UMWA) that ousted a vicious and
corrupt leader, Tony Boyle. Boyle had succeeded John L.
Lewis as union president in 1963; he later rigged his own
re-election in 1969 and hired gunmen to murder his op-
ponent, Jock Yablonski.
The MFD demanded an overhaul of the union ad-

ministration, democratic elections in all districts, moving
the union headquarters back to the coalfields, a new con-
tract increasing pensions and health benefits, and a six-
hour work day—all demands that a revived labor move-
ment would certainly resurrect.
Arnold Miller, a UMWA member who had risen from

the ranks to become president of the Black Lung Associa-
tion, ran on the MFD ticket in 1972 and beat Boyle.
After that, the MFD and other rank-and-file miners’
groups disbanded. Miller became distant from the ranks,
and like his predecessors, negotiated less-than-satisfactory
contracts behind closed doors, without rank-and-file
input.
As the magazine Labor Notes recounted, “Five years

later, as Miller began his second term in office, the
UMWA leased a new, nine-passenger Cadillac limousine.
This, said Miller, would allow the officers to travel with
‘proper dignity.’ The story of the limousines is symbolic
of what happened to the Miller administration. Swept
into office on a wave of rank-and-file anger and activism,
Miller resigned in 1979, scorned by many of those who
had elected him.”
The lesson is that reform movements cannot rest hav-

ing elected better leaders, but must maintain rank-and-
file organization independently of whatever officials are
in office.
The UMWA made a number of gains in 1972 that

made the union more democratic. But even in the most
formally democratic union (of which there are very few in
the U.S.), there are always a layer of officials whose dis-
tinct social position, as described above, engender a ten-
dency to dampen rank-and-file initiative.
Socialists support independent rank-and-file initiative

and organization for a few simple reasons. First, because,
it is only through the initiative of workers themselves that
confidence in their own power grows and their conscious-
ness shifts leftward. The more bureaucratically led a strike
is—built top-down, setting up only token picket lines,
with only passive participation from the membership—
the less it promotes those qualities that prepare workers to
transform society and themselves.
Conversely, the more the organization of a strike is in

the hands of workers themselves, the better the potential
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for victory, the greater the energy and self-sacrifice exhib-
ited and the greater the likelihood that the strike will have
a radicalizing effect on members (the same reason that
union bureaucrats discourage such initiative).
The union bureaucracy is inherently conservative, and

therefore, as a social layer, resists not only militancy but
also, ultimately, revolution. Not so the working class. The
consciousness and militancy of the working class can and
does change very dramatically from period to period, but
as a class, workers are capable of overcoming the “ruling
ideas” of society and, through their own activity, becom-
ing capable of fundamentally reshaping society.
To do so, however, it must create more than unions—

though in the first instance working-class militancy ex-
presses itself in a growth of unions and union member-
ship. To move beyond the limits of unions, the working
class must build organizations—preferably organizations
of workplace delegates—that overcome the sectional divi-
sions unions take for granted (between workplaces, be-
tween different skills and between different industries).
And it must build rank-and-file organizations inside the
unions that guide the struggle forward when the union
officials act as a block to further struggle.
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The relationship between
reform and revolution
We actively support the struggle of workers and all oppressed
people for economic, political and social reforms, both as a
means to improve their conditions and to advance their
 confidence and fighting strength. But reforms within the
capitalist system cannot put an end to oppression and ex-
ploitation. Capitalism must be replaced. 

—From the ISO “Where We Stand”

IN 1896, the American socialist Daniel DeLeon gave a
speech in Boston titled “Reform or Revolution,” in which
he compared social and economic reforms in society to
grooming a poodle. No matter how you change the look
of a poodle, he argued, “essentially, a poodle he was, a
poodle he is, and a poodle he will remain.”
Imagine if DeLeon had said the following: “Whether a

worker is compelled to work a six-hour day or a 12-hour
day, he is still exploited. Therefore, as socialists, the hours
of the working day are a matter of indifference to us. The
struggle for shorter work hours is therefore a waste of
time.” If we were to say this, we would rightly be looked
on as fools. DeLeon could just as well have said that a poo-
dle is still a poodle, whether he is well-fed or half-starved.
And yet, DeLeon was only half wrong. It must be ac-

knowledged that reforms change society without chang-
ing the basic social and economic relations of capitalism.
The extension or retraction of a particular reform may
ease or intensify the burden that capitalist exploitation
and oppression puts on the mass of the population, but it
does not change the fact of that exploitation.
DeLeon’s position is static and one-sided, however, be-

cause it fails to see any connection between the struggle
for reforms and revolution. Hence he argued, “We social-
ists are not reformers; we are revolutionists. We socialists
do not propose to change forms. We care nothing for
forms. We want a change of the inside of the mechanism
of society, let the form take care of itself.”
According to this approach, socialists have nothing to

do in the here and now but wait with folded arms until
revolution comes. But how does one prepare for a mass
movement against capitalism unless it is prepared by mass
movements that fight for immediate gains? The counter-
posing of social reform and revolution, then, leads to sec-
tarian sterility.
Socialists cannot spread their ideas or hope to win

over more and more workers to their cause without par-
ticipation in the day-to-day battles for economic and so-
cial reforms. The thesis on the organizational tasks of so-
cialist parties, approved in 1921 by the delegates at the
Third Congress of the Communist International, a

grouping of all the revolutionary parties of that time, put
the question well:

It is the greatest error for communists to invoke the com-
munist program and the final armed revolutionary strug-
gle as an excuse to passively look down on or even to op-
pose the present struggles of the workers for small im-
provements in their working conditions. No matter how
small and modest the demands for which the workers are
ready to fight the capitalists today, this must never be a
reason for communists to abstain from the struggle.
To be sure, in our agitational work, we communists

should not show ourselves to be blind instigators of stu-
pid strikes and other reckless actions; rather, the commu-
nists everywhere must earn the reputation among the
struggling workers as their ablest comrades in struggle. 

The struggle for reform is crucial in several ways. For
one, only mass, militant struggle is capable of winning re-
forms. Indeed, the most far-reaching reforms come pre-
cisely when the ruling class feels that its control over soci-
ety and its institutions are most threatened. Second, it is
in the collective fight for reforms that ordinary people are
radicalized and are infused with a collective class identity
a sense of their own power. Thirdly, a mass struggle can,
under the right circumstances, pass over into an insurrec-
tionary struggle that challenges for power.
Socialists however, make a distinction between re-

forms, which they support, and reformism, which they
oppose. Reformism is a political stance that sees the limits
of social change as the limits set by the capitalist system
itself. Reforms for reformists are ends in themselves.
Historical experience shows that whenever the fight

for reforms threatens to “get out of hand,” reformists try
to douse it in cold water in order that it remains properly
contained within “acceptable” limits—that is, limits ac-
ceptable to capitalism. Socialists therefore always wage a
struggle against reformism—and to win the working
class, in the process of fighting for reforms, to a revolu-
tionary perspective.
Lenin, in an article he wrote in 1913, explained the

distinction between reforms and reformism this way:

Unlike the anarchists, the Marxists recognize struggle for
reforms—i.e., for measures that improve the conditions
of the working people without destroying the power of
the ruling class.
At the same time, however, the Marxists wage a most

resolute struggle against the reformists, who, directly or
indirectly, restrict the aims and activities of the working
class to the winning of reforms. Reformism is bourgeois
deception of the workers, who, despite individual im-
provements, will always remain wage slaves, as long as
there is the domination of capital. 

FOR SOCIALISTS, reforms—and in particular, the
struggle for reforms—while important in and of them-
selves for improving the conditions of the working class,
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are crucial in preparing the conditions for a struggle that
challenges the capitalist system as a whole. Thus, we are
never contented with stopping at this or that reform, but
are always pushing the movement on to greater conquest,
and ultimately to the destruction of the old society and
the erection of a new one.
Some radicals oppose reforms because, they say, the

ruling class uses them to induce the working class, by
throwing it some crumbs, to renounce radical alterna-
tives. There is an important element of truth to this.
Hence the appeal to the autocrat, heard more than once
in world history: if you don’t grant reform from above,
the masses will give you revolution from below.
Less dramatically, in bourgeois states, the alteration

between liberal-reformist and conservative governments
can act as a social safety valve, designed to keep discon-
tent within limits acceptable to the ruling class. As the
American socialist Hal Draper noted, this alteration is
acted out “as a division of labor by different parties of the
establishment.”
Nevertheless, the fact that reforms are granted in the

hope that defuse the class struggle does not mean that the
granting of such reforms will necessarily be successful.
Quite often, those fighting see the granting of such re-
forms as a sign of weakness on the part of the ruling
power—and therefore a sign that the movement should
press for more.
There is, in struggle, always a tension between accom-

modation to what exists and pushing beyond it; but it is
only through struggle (and short of revolution, any strug-
gle is always a struggle for reforms) that it becomes possi-
ble to move beyond reforms.
Reformism and gradualism (the idea that change

should come smoothly and slowly) are twins. Both ac-
cept, consciously or not, the limits imposed by capital-
ism, because no matter how many reforms are accumu-
lated, they cannot by themselves transform capitalism
into socialism. For socialism to be achieved, at some
point, the fight for particular reforms must shift qualita-
tively into a higher form of struggle. As the Polish revolu-
tionary Rosa Luxemburg wrote:

It is contrary to history to represent work for reforms as a
long drawn-out revolution, and revolution as a condensed
series of reforms. A social transformation and a legislative
reform do not differ according to their duration, but ac-
cording to their content.
The secret of historic change through the utilization of

political power resides precisely in the transformation of
simple quantitative modification into a new quality—or
to speak more concretely, in the passage of an historic pe-
riod from one given form of society to another.
That is why people who pronounce themselves in

favor of the method of legislative reform in place of and
in contradistinction to the conquest of political power
and social revolution, do not really choose a more tran-
quil, calmer and slower road to the same goal, but a dif-
ferent goal. Instead of taking a stand for the establishment
of a new society, they take a stand for surface modifica-
tions of the old society.

A tool for preserving 
class rule
The structures of the present government grew up under cap-
italism and are designed to protect capitalist rule.

— From the ISO “Where We Stand”

“THE EXECUTIVE of the modern state,” write Karl
Marx and Frederick Engels in the Communist Manifesto,
“ is but a committee for managing the common affairs of
the whole bourgeoisie.” The modern state is the state of
the dominant class—the big capitalists. In fact, Engels ar-
gues, the state since its origins was always the state of the
dominant class, and its main purpose was to secure the
rule of that particular class:

As the state arose from the need to keep class antagonisms
in check, but also arose in the thick of the fight between
the classes, it is normally the state of the most powerful,
economically ruling class, which by its means becomes
also the politically ruling class, and so acquires new means
of holding down and exploiting the oppressed class.
The ancient state was, above all, the state of the slave-

owners for holding down the slaves, just as the feudal
state was the organ of the nobility for holding down the
peasant serfs and bondsmen, and the modern representa-
tive state is the instrument for exploiting wage labor by
capital. 

This is certainly not the view we are taught in school.
There we learn that constitutional government, with its
elections, “interest groups,” political parties and different
branches of government are all there so that the opinions
of the competing groups can be weighed and balanced.
These views of the state, peddled in sociology and politi-
cal science departments, assume society to be nothing
more than a jumble of competing interest groups, the ag-
gregate of which constitutes “the people.”
This approach is typical of the so-called liberal “social

sciences,” where analysts rarely go beyond the surface ap-
pearance of things in society to discover the more funda-
mental relations governing human behavior.
There are also those who argue that human behavior is

rooted in our biological nature, and on those grounds
come to a similar conclusion: Since people are by nature
nasty, violent and competitive toward each other, the state
exists to regulate those tendencies, so that society does
not pull apart into a war by each against all. These views
of human nature ignore all the examples of human coop-
eration and altruism which are just as much a feature of
human societies as are competition and war. The varia-
tion in human behavior historically—from the egalitari-
anism of early foraging societies to the war-plagued com-
petition of modern capitalism—indicates that greed and
war are not products of an inalterable “human nature,”
but a consequence of the changing economic and social
relations established throughout history.
For Marxists, the state has roots in the material and

historical development of human society. It arose as soon
as society began to produce a surplus—usually based on
the adoption of cultivation—but where the surplus was

14



WHERE WE STAND

still insufficient to do more than release a tiny minority in
society from hard daily toil. In other words, the state
arose as a result of, and in conjunction with, the rise of
class divisions.
The state arose to help sustain and develop the condi-

tions most suitable for pumping the surplus out of the
producers, be they peasants, slaves or wage workers. That
meant both an economic role (such as building roads), an
ideological role (developing religion that justifies the di-
vine rule of kings, for example) and a coercive role (main-
taining an armed force standing above or outside society
that can be called on to restore “order” when necessary).
Prior, therefore, to the rise of class societies—when

human beings lived in small bands and foraged for
food—there was no need for a state. “The state…has not
existed from all eternity,” writes Engels. “There have been
societies which have managed without it, which had no
notion of the state or state power. At a definite stage of
economic development, which necessarily involved the
cleavage of society into classes, the state became a neces-
sity because of this cleavage.”
The formality of voting in the United States doesn’t

alter the fact that the state is the state of the economically
dominant class. Most people have some vague idea that it
is the rich who call the shots, and they are right.
Engels once described the U.S. political system as con-

sisting of “two great gangs of political speculators, who al-
ternately take possession of the state power and exploit it
by the most corrupt means and for the most corrupt
ends—and the nation is powerless against these two great
cartels of politicians, who are ostensibly its servants, but
in reality exploit and plunder it.”
It’s as though Engels wrote this passage yesterday. We

should add, however, that the two great gangs of specula-
tors are in every way tied in with the gangs of speculators
known as investors, bankers and industrialists. It is they
who hold the government’s purse strings, and who the
government answers to.
It isn’t simply that politicians get the bulk of their

campaign funding and other forms of financial backing
from wealthy capitalists; that the most powerful lobbyists
are corporate lawyers; or that it requires millions of dol-
lars even to consider running for high office; it is that the
entire economic structure of society shapes the way the
state functions.
Take, for example, the question of government debt.

As Doug Henwood notes, “Public debt is a powerful way
of assuring that the state remains safely in capital’s hands.
The higher a government’s debts, the more it must please
its bankers. Should bankers grow displeased, they will re-
fuse to roll over old debts, or to extend new financing on
any but the most punishing terms (if at all.).”
The fact is that if I own $1000 in government bonds,

my “voice” in shaping government policy will be far
fainter than the voice of a big billionaire banker.

How much democracy do we really have?
On top of all this, the whole structure of democracy is

designed to reduce the democratic factor to a minimum.
The electoral process by which presidents are chosen is

not direct: between our vote and the final decision stands
the Electoral College, a holdover from the days of slavery.

Most government institutions, such as the various state
agencies and the military, are not subject to any electoral
control; massive bureaucracies, whose upper echelons are
closely intertwined with the wealthy elite, run them.
The evidence that the state serves capitalism and, in

particular, wealthy capitalists is revealed in many ways:
how the judicial system punishes “white collar” crime far
less severely than crimes normally committed by poorer
people; how wealthier individuals and corporations bear a
lower tax burden than poor and working-class people;
how social welfare is always dwarfed by corporate welfare
and military spending. Just think of the trillions of dollars
in bailout money that the bankers have received in the
crisis that began in 2008 compared to the foreclosures,
evictions, and the cuts in jobs, wages, and social services
inflicted on ordinary people.
Ultimately, the state asserts itself as the defender of the

capitalist system in that its various armed forces are used
to prevent any challenge, whether by intervening against
strikers, pummeling peaceful protesters, or imprisoning
and murdering dissidents and left-wing organizers.
Other things being equal, socialists prefer a demo-

cratic republic over a monarchy or a military dictatorship,
because a democratic republic affords better conditions
(freedom of the press, of speech, of organization, within
certain limits, are permitted) to organize and fight the
capitalist system. However, we understand that even the
most democratic republic—with its bloated bureaucracy,
police and military—is still an instrument for the mainte-
nance of the exploitation of the many by the few. That is
why Lenin wrote that the essence of bourgeois democracy
is “to decide once every few years which member of the
ruling class is to repress and oppress the people through
parliament—this is the real essence of bourgeois parlia-
mentarism.”

Their democracy and ours
The working class needs an entirely different kind of state—
a democratic workers’ state based on councils of workers’
 delegates.

— From the ISO “Where We Stand”

IN THE Communist Manifesto, Karl Marx and Freder-
ick Engels write, “The first step in the revolution by the
working class is to raise the proletariat to the position of
ruling class, to win the battle of democracy.”
There were two very important ideas expressed here;

one, that in overthrowing the old ruling classes, the work-
ing class must set up its own class rule in order to imple-
ment its program of social transformation; and second,
that working-class rule would be the democratic rule of
the majority. But beyond these compact phrases, Marx
and Engels did not go. Nor could they, because they were
anticipating developments that would enrich and clarify
their views.
Later, socialists such as Karl Kautsky, the leading theo-

retician of the German Social Democrats, would interpret
the idea of “winning the battle of democracy” to mean
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that the socialist movement must strive, through electoral
means, to seize control of the same state machine that
had served to maintain the rule of the capitalists.
That isn’t what the authors of the Communist Mani-

festo had in mind. The rising of the Parisian workers and
the brief existence of the Paris Commune in 1871 was the
pivotal event that helped them put more meat on the
skeletal structure they had presented in the Manifesto.
“One thing especially was proved by the Commune,”
wrote Engels in 1888, quoting one of Marx’s addresses on
the Commune, “that ‘the working class cannot simply lay
hold of ready-made state machinery, and wield it for its
own purposes.’“
The state, Marx argued in that address, 

with its ubiquitous organs of standing army, police, bu-
reaucracy, clergy and judiciary, was nothing but an instru-
ment for the maintenance of capitalist rule. At the same
pace at which the progress of modern industry developed,
widened, intensified the class antagonism between capital
and labor, the state power assumed more and more the
character of the national power of capital over labor, of a
public force organized for social enslavement, of an en-
gine of class despotism.

All previous revolutions had merely passed control of
the state machine from one exploiting class to another.
The capitalists, even in the most democratic republic, had
merely refined and expanded the state apparatus, whereas
the task of the working class was to do away with the old
state machine.
The Commune showed Marx that the working class

in revolution not only did away with the old state ma-
chine, but also replaced it with the armed people (in
Paris, the national guard, under the control of the
Parisian workers, seized control of the city to prevent the
government from surrendering it to the Prussians).
The Commune-state established by the workers was

based on “municipal councilors, chosen by universal suf-
frage in the various wards of the town, responsible and
revocable at short terms,” Marx wrote. All Commune of-
ficials were paid workers’ wages, and the Commune “got
rid of the standing army and the police.”

Can we abolish the state?
But if the goal for socialists is a classless society, and

consequently, a stateless society, why should workers
bother with setting up a new state? That was the question
that the anarchist Mikhail Bakunin asked in his book
State and Anarchy: “If the proletariat is to be the ruling
class, over whom will it rule?”
Marx answered Bakunin this way:

[A]s long as other classes, above all, the capitalist class,
still exist, and as long as the proletariat is still fighting
against it (for when the proletariat obtains control of the
government, its enemies and the old organization of soci-
ety will not yet have disappeared), it must use forcible
means, that is to say, governmental means; as long as it re-
mains a class itself, and the economic conditions which
give rise to the class struggle and the existence of classes
have not vanished, they must be removed or transformed
by force, and the process of transforming them must be
accelerated by force. 

To put it simply: if the state is the product of class di-

vision, it cannot be abolished until class divisions are
eradicated. The workers need their own, democratic
state—a state that works itself out of a job.
The capitalists had great economic power that had de-

veloped under feudalism and absolutism before they as-
sumed political power. But the working class has no eco-
nomic power unless it has political power—i.e., state
power.
The Commune was based on a municipal system of

voting. In later revolutions, new systems of working-class
democracy were created based on the workplace. In Rus-
sia, the workers’ councils, or soviets, became the basis of
the workers’ state created in October 1917. The soviets
sprang up after the Tsar was overthrown in February
1917 and consisted of revocable delegates elected directly
from the workplace (and later from army regiments and
peasant villages.)
The American socialist John Reed, in his 1918 article

“Soviets in Action,” explains that the workers’ councils
“originated in 1905, when, during the first general strike
of the workers, Petrograd factories and labor organiza-
tions sent delegates to a Central Committee. This Strike
Committee was named Council of Workers’ Deputies.”
The 1905 Petersburg Soviet began as a tool to organ-

ize the general strike—that is, as an organ of struggle. It
soon, however, became more than that. “For a short
time,” Reed writes, it “was recognized by the Imperial
Government as the authorized spokesman of the revolu-
tionary Russian working class.”
In 1905, the soviet never went beyond being an em-

bryo of a workers’ government. What changed them from
institutions of struggle to institutions of power in 1917
was the intervention of radical socialists in the ranks of
the working class who made a case for soviet government.
In their call “All Power to the Soviets,” the Bolshevik
Party was arguing that the soviet was the basis of the fu-
ture workers’ state if it could strike power from the hands
of the capitalists.
As Reed wrote:

No political body more sensitive and responsive to the
popular will was ever invented. And this was necessary,
for in time of revolution, the popular will changes with
great rapidity. For example, during the first week of De-
cember 1917, there were parades and demonstrations in
favor of a Constituent Assembly—that is to say, against
the Soviet power. One of these parades was fired on by
some irresponsible Red Guards, and several people killed.
The reaction to this stupid violence was immediate.

Within 12 hours, the complexion of the Petrograd Soviet
changed. More than a dozen Bolshevik deputies were
withdrawn, and replaced by Mensheviki. And it was three
weeks before public sentiment subsided—before the
Mensheviki were retired one by one and the Bolsheviki
sent back. 

Workers’ councils were not specifically Russian institu-
tions. They have sprung up, under various names and
forms, in many revolutionary workers’ upheavals. They
were created in Germany in 1918 after the Kaiser’s fall; in
Hungary in 1919 and again in 1956; in China in 1925.
In Chile in the early 1970s—before Pinochet’s coup—
they were called cordones.
They arose as democratic organs of working-class
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struggle; a way to overcome sectionalism and unite work-
ers across all boundaries of language, nationality, sex and
race. In each case, the workers’ councils had the potential
to move from facilitating struggle to becoming organs of
power. However, whether workers’ councils can become
institutions embodying workers’ rule depends on whether
the working class has its own political party prepared to
organize and promote it.

No choice between the
capitalist parties
We do not support candidates of capitalist parties like the
Democrats or the Republicans. We support genuine left-wing
candidates and political action that promotes independence
from the corporate-dominated two-party system in the U.S.

— From the ISO “Where We Stand”

“NEEDLESS IS it for me to say to the thinking working-
man that he has no choice between these two capitalist
parties,” Eugene Debs wrote in 1900, “that they are both
pledged to the same system and that whether the one or
the other succeeds, he will still remain the wage-working
slave he is today.”
The same can be said today, a century later. Michael

Parenti, in his book Democracy for the Few, describes the
U.S. political system as “a veritable circus” that “performs
the essential function of helping to legitimate the social
order.”
This system, writes Parenti, “channels and limits polit-

ical expression, and blunts class grievances. It often leaves
little time for the real issues because it gives so much at-
tention to the contest per se: Who will run? Who is
ahead? And who will win the primaries? Who will win
the nomination? Who will win the election?”
One of the most important ways that the political sys-

tem serves the functions Parenti describes is by creating
an institutional arrangement whereby only two parties are
presented as legitimate options. Two parties dominate the
political system, the Democrats and the Republicans.
Though occasionally in history left-wing third parties

tried their hands in the political field, a vote for them is
considered, by design, a wasted vote. Third parties are
presented as disruptive, extreme or crackpot—and insti-
tutionally beyond the pale.
Byzantine state laws make it difficult for any but can-

didates of the two main parties to even get on the ballot.
In our political system, ordinary people are barred from
participating by the prohibitive financial cost of running
an election campaign. For example, a senatorial campaign
now costs anywhere from $3 to $18 million. A presiden-
tial race costs hundreds of millions of dollars, and the
price tag keeps increasing. More than $1 billion was spent
on the 2008 presidential race.
The clear purpose of this setup is to make it as difficult

as possible for left-wing or working-class alternatives to
develop any political traction. Both parties are backed by
big business, and each takes its turn in power. Though

the wealthy often prefer the conservative Republican
Party, they are not averse to backing the more liberal
Democrats when they think it is appropriate or necessary.
Big business funds both parties and tilts its money

from one to the other depending on the overall economic
and political situation and what party the capitalist class
feels is best positioned to take the reigns of power and
hold them firmly. In the 2008 election cycle, for example,
of the top 50 corporate financial donors, who have given
anywhere from $850,000 to $7.6 million in campaign
contributions, only four leaned toward the GOP, accord-
ing to opensecrets.org.

The two-party dance
Of course, this game cannot be played properly if it

appears to the electorate that both teams are wearing the
same jerseys and are serving the same owners. The system
is designed so that when voters are dissatisfied with one
party, there is always the other one waiting in the wings
that can take over with minimal disruption to the system. 
If each party is to take turns running the country, they

must at least have some differences if the political
arrangement is going to work. The Republican Party is
more socially conservative, and makes more open appeals
to the interests of unfettered capitalism. The Democratic
Party is more liberal, and at least in its rhetoric, if not al-
ways in its practice, is more willing to make populist ap-
peals and promises in order to garner public support.
It is this marginal difference between the parties (mar-

ginal in the sense that they are both committed to capital-
ism), plus the natural tendency to turn even politics into
a mirror image of the capitalist market place, that more
all too often shapes electoral contests into the political
equivalent of a beauty contest. Campaigns are run like
enormous ad campaigns, where carefully crafted image
triumphs over substantial issues.
As Parenti writes, “The very absence of significant dis-

agreement on fundamentals makes it all the more neces-
sary to stress personalized features that differentiate one-
self from one’s opponent. As with industrial producers,
the merchants of the political system have preferred to
limit their competition to techniques of packaging and
brand image.”
Candidates sell themselves on looks, sincerity and on

being family-oriented, god-fearing, patriotic, anti-corrup-
tion and committed to helping all Americans, rich, poor
and in between. “Such,” writes Parenti, “are the inevitable
appeals that like so many autumn leaves, or barn drop-
pings, cover the land each November.”
Behind the image-making, both parties are bourgeois,

pro-capitalist institutions—and their policies reflect it.
They are both committed to promoting the best “business
climate” at home and projecting America’s power abroad.
Both parties have been strong supporters of the corpo-

rate free-trade agenda, and since the economic crisis be-
ginnin in 2008, have been staunch supporters of spend-
ing lots of taxpayer moneyto bail out the banks. Both
parties in power offer various handouts (at working-class
taxpayer expense), in the form of enormous tax breaks
and subsidies to the rich, and only under pressure from
below do they offer programs that aid the working class
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and the poor.
They both stand for expanding U.S. military might

abroad, and both have voted for the expanding the mili-
tary budget. Both parties are staunch supporters of Israel,
and differ over the Iraq war not because of the devasta-
tion wrought against the Iraqi people, but because they
disagree over how successful—success defined in terms of
achieving Washington’s political and military objectives in
Iraq—the invasion has been.
In periods of crisis and upheaval, there is pressure on

the parties, particularly the Democrats, to present a more
progressive face. Mass anger and discontent born of eco-
nomic and social crisis has at certain critical junctures
compelled the Democrats in particular, to offer a more lib-
eral, popular message—and to grant reforms. Ever since
FDR’s New Deal—a program designed to save U.S. capi-
talism during its worst crisis by averting social revolution
through social reforms—the Democratic Party has pre-
sented itself as the party of social reform, the party of labor,
Blacks and women. Of course, references to the party’s
great past neglect to mention that the Democratic Party
was for most of its life also the party of Jim Crow racism.
The populist paint wore ever thin after Ronald Rea-

gan’s election, when the Democrats shifted rightward and
began backing the employers’ neoliberal agenda and pan-
dering to the neoconservative ideology of small govern-
ment and “personal responsibility.” It is only by compari-
son to the GOP, which moved even further rightward,
that the party could still present itself as something
slightly better.
Green Party vice presidential candidate for 2004 Peter

Camejo explained the difference between the two parties
this way: “When the Republican calls for a 20 percent cut
in wages, the Democrat decries this as outrageous and in-
stead proposes a 10 percent cut. In short, the choice we
are offered is that of the ‘lesser of two evils.’”
This lesser-evilism has been the Achilles heel of gen-

uine third-party alternatives, and goes a long way toward
explaining why no labor party ever developed in the U.S.
It also explains why a nominally independent party like
the Greens in 2004 abandoned its independence and
urged its supporters to vote for Green candidates only in
“safe states,” that is, in states where there was no chance
of the Democratic candidate losing the election.
Eugene Debs once said that he’d rather vote for some-

thing he wanted and not get it, than vote for something
he didn’t want and get it. That, sadly, is not always the
guiding principle of the left. Every election year, the pres-
sure mounts to back the realistic possibility, i.e., the
Democrat. So long as we accept the limitations of this
choice, we will not be able to develop a working-class po-
litical alternative to the two-party duopoly.
The 2008 election marked a shift away from, and a

move back toward liberalism comparable to the election
of Roosevelt in 1932 or to the party’s more liberal mes-
sage in the 1960s. The electorate decisively rejected the
neoliberal, conservative agenda, responding with enthusi-
asm to a Democratic Candidate, Barack Obama, who
routinely made references to the necessity of fundamental
change. There was a marked difference between Obama’s
program and his rhetoric, ----yet within the constrained

and distorted limits of the two-party system, the election
of the country’s first African-American president, and a
liberal one at that, was a clear barometer that millions
now hoped for, and expected, change for “main street”
rather than “Wall Street.”
These political shifts at the top reflect deeper processes

at work at the base of society. While the Democrats make
left appeals in order to right the listing ship of capitalism
and restore the credibility of U.S. capitalism at home and
abroad; these appeals both reflect, and encourage, a re-
sponse from below. The key tasks of socialists is to build a
movement that taps into the rising sense of hope and ex-
pectation, not to mention the anger at the way the eco-
nomic system has left them behind, to motivate broader
and deeper struggles. In the course of these struggles, we
try to win wider layers of people to the necessity of organ-
izing and acting independently of the Democratic Party.

Independent of the
political status quo
We support genuine left-wing candidates and political ac-
tion that promotes independence from the corporate-domi-
nated two-party system in the U.S.

—From the ISO “Where We Stand”

AFTER THE 1848 revolutions, Marx and Engels wrote
that it was necessary for the working class to promote its
own political candidates.

Even when there is no prospect whatsoever of their being
elected, the workers must put up their own candidates in
order to preserve their independence, to count their
forces, and to bring before the public their revolutionary
attitude and party standpoint. In this connection, they
must not allow themselves to be seduced by such argu-
ments of the Democrats as, for example, that by so doing
they are splitting the Democratic Party, and making it
possible for the reactionaries to win.

The basis of their argument was that the working class
cannot emancipate itself—cannot free itself from the
tyranny of capitalism—without organizing a political
party of its own.
The ruling class has its own political parties (Demo-

crats and Republicans); the working class has none. So
long as the working class depends on electing unaccount-
able bourgeois politicians (the one who is least offensive
to workers’ interests), so long will it vote against its own
interests and for those of an alien class.
Without its own political party, its own leaders and its

own political representatives, the working class must always
remain subordinated to the two main bourgeois parties.
The tradition known as syndicalism has always argued

that the working class does not need its own political
party or its own candidates; all it needs is its economic
might—its power to organize into industrial unions and
to organize general strikes—to bring the system down.
In the heyday of syndicalism in the earlier part of the

20th century, this was a healthy reaction to the oppor-
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tunism of the reformist, parliamentary socialists, whose
electoral successes led them to an accommodation with
the capitalist system—that is, to the adoption of the be-
lief that socialism could be achieved through the peaceful,
gradual accumulation of votes and seats.
The reformists had forgotten, to quote Engels, that

“Universal suffrage is thus the gauge of the maturity of
the working class. It cannot and never will be anything
more in the modern state, but that is enough. On the day
when the thermometer of universal suffrage shows boil-
ing-point among the workers, they as well as the capital-
ists will know where they stand.”
It would therefore be a mistake to conclude from the

betrayals of the reformists that engagement in the elec-
toral process is a waste of time. The syndicalists’ reaction
was a healthy one, but one-sided.
Parliamentary forms of struggle—elections and elec-

tion campaigns, electoral blocs, etc.—are the lowest form
of struggle, whereas strikes, mass demonstrations and
mass uprisings are the highest. But one cannot dispel
mass illusions in the bourgeois election process—or, more
particularly, the bankruptcy of the two-party system—
without participating in the electoral arena.

Socialists and elections
How should socialists approach the question of elec-

tions to state institutions so as to not fall into the trap of
accommodating to the existing order?
“In order to be effective, social democracy must take

all the positions she can in the present state and invade
everywhere,” the Polish revolutionary Rosa Luxemburg
wrote. “However, the prerequisite for this is that these po-
sitions make it possible to wage the class struggle from
them, the struggle against the bourgeoisie and its state.”
For revolutionary Marxists, therefore, efforts to secure

electoral success and combat capitalism through electoral
means must be subordinated to other forms of struggle.
The thesis on elections written for the Communist In-

ternational in 1920 elaborated this point:

The activity in parliament consists primarily of revolu-
tionary agitation from the parliamentary rostrum, un-
masking opponents and ideological unification of the
masses, who, particularly in areas that lag behind, are still
prejudiced by democratic illusions and look to the parlia-
mentary rostrum. This work must be completely subordi-
nate to the goals and tasks of the mass struggle outside
parliament. 

Election campaigns allow the workers’ party to reach
wider layers of people whom they otherwise could not
reach with socialist propaganda. Socialist elected officials
can use their position in Congress or parliament to dis-
seminate anti-capitalist propaganda; expose the corrup-
tion and class allegiances of the mainstream parties; assist
in the organization of struggles outside Congress or the
legislature; and expose the limits of capitalist democracy.
Historically in the United States, the two-party system

has had such a strong chokehold that no labor party
based in the unions or mass social-democratic party has
ever developed. When sentiment in the working class for
a labor party was at its height—in the 1930s—the largest
left-wing, working-class organization, the Communist
Party, consciously steered the movement away from this.

In the U.S., both the economic and political organiza-
tion of the working class and oppressed today is weak.
The pull of lesser-evilism remains strong, and we remain
in a situation in which third-party alternatives, let alone
working-class alternatives, are small to nonexistent.
One of the key tasks of socialists today, therefore, is to

wean radicalizing elements away from misplaced hope in
the Democratic Party, the party that has traditionally ab-
sorbed and muzzled radical sentiment that might lead to-
ward an independent working-class political party.
Socialist organizations today in the U.S. are still far

too small to take on the tremendous effort and expendi-
ture necessary to run candidates, though as the socialist
left, and the ISO with it, grows, this will change.
However, there are moments when radical or working-

class third-party alternatives have, if only for a time, been
on offer. In those cases, socialists should call for at least a
protest, class vote against the two major bourgeois parties,
in the hope of cracking the two-party system and creating
an opening for independent, working-class politics.
When conditions are ripe for building a genuine left

alternative to the Democrats—like, for example, Ralph
Nader’s Green Party run in 2000 that organized around
an anti-corporate, if not anti-capitalist, agenda—socialists
should actively campaign and promote that alternative, if
only as a means to begin the process of building a broader
left that is independent of the Democratic Party.
In his advice to socialists in the U.S. in the early

1890s, Engels emphasized the importance of them sup-
porting and participating in any movement of the work-
ing class that, whatever its limitations, would help it to
develop its own independent political party.
In 1886, the Central Labor Union in New York

formed the Independent Labor Party of New York and
Vicinity in order to participate in New York City’s may-
oral race. The new party chose single-tax advocate Henry
George as its candidate.
George himself was not from the labor movement. In-

deed, he was a middle-class populist. He had recently
written a popular book, Progress and Poverty, which at-
tacked poverty and inequality. In it, he advocated a single
tax on landed property as a panacea to solve most of soci-
ety’s ills. In a hotly contested race in which the local rul-
ing class pulled out all the stops to prevent a labor-party
victory, George came in second in a three-way race with
31 percent of the vote.
Engels was positive about the election in spite of its

shortcomings, writing:

In a country that has newly entered the movement, the
first really crucial step is the formation by the workers of
an independent political party, no matter how, so long as
it is distinguishable as a labor party. And this step has
been taken far sooner than we might have expected, and
that’s the main thing.
That the first program of this party should still be

muddle-headed and extremely inadequate, that it should
have picked Henry George for its figurehead, are un-
avoidable, if merely transitory, evils. The masses must
have time and opportunity to evolve; and they will not
get that opportunity unless they have a movement of their
own—no matter what its form, providing it is their own
movement—in which they are impelled onwards by their
own mistakes and learn by bitter experience.
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A world to win
Capitalism is an international system, so the struggle for
 socialism must be international, uniting workers of all
 countries. Socialists oppose imperialism—the division of the
globe based on the subjugation of weaker nations by stronger
ones—and support the self-determination of oppressed 
nations.

—From the ISO “Where We Stand”

CAPITALISM IS the first truly international system; no
corner of the world can escape from the reach of the
world market. “The need of a constantly expanding mar-
ket for its products chases the bourgeoisie over the entire
surface of the globe,” Karl Marx and Frederick Engels
wrote in the Communist Manifesto, when capitalism was
still in its infancy. “It must nestle everywhere, settle every-
where, establish connections everywhere...In place of the
old local and national seclusion and self-sufficiency, we
have intercourse in every direction, universal interde-
pendence of nations.”
Since capitalism was an international system, the

working-class struggle to overcome capitalism must also
be international. “Workers of the world, unite” was there-
fore the Manifesto’s rallying cry. The capitalists of the
world were always ready to unite when it came to defend-
ing their privileges.
Marx noted in an 1847 speech:

A certain kind of brotherhood does, of course, exist
among the bourgeois classes of all nations. It is the broth-
erhood of the oppressors against the oppressed, of the ex-
ploiters against the exploited. Just as, despite the competi-
tion and conflicts existing between the members of the
bourgeoisie, the bourgeois class of one country is united
by brotherly ties against the proletariat of that country, so
the bourgeois of all countries, despite their mutual con-
flicts and competition on the world market, are united by
brotherly ties against the proletariat of all countries. 

To this bosses’ unity, the workers must counterpose
their own unity. The task of a successful socialist revolu-
tion is, in the words of Engels, to “abolish competition
and replace it with association.” But the abolition of com-
petition is not complete if it takes place within the bor-
ders of only one nation.
Capitalism is an international system. As such, it can

only be abolished as a system when it is rooted out inter-
nationally. There is therefore no purely national solution
to capitalism. Socialism cannot be achieved on a purely
national basis because the world economy will always as-
sert itself over a single national economy. It was for this
reason that Leon Trotsky, for example, argued against
Joseph Stalin’s distortion of Marxism embodied in the
phrase “socialism in one country.”

Yet because the world is divided by nation states, there
are different rhythms of struggle and different traditions
and histories between the working classes of different na-
tions. There will never be a world revolution that happens
at a single moment all over the world. Revolutions hap-
pen first as national phenomena.
As Marx wrote, “Since the proletariat must first of all

acquire political supremacy, must rise to be the leading
class of the nation, must constitute itself the nation, it is
so far, itself national, though not in the bourgeois sense of
the word.” Yet the international character of capitalism,
and increasingly of capitalist crisis, guarantees that revolu-
tions in one country can act as a stimulus for revolution-
ary movements in other countries. Thus, the Russian
Revolution in 1917 heralded the beginning of a wave of
revolutionary upheavals throughout the world.

National oppression
The existence of a world market has not obliterated

nations or national divisions. Marx was overstating things
when he wrote in the Manifesto, “National differences
and antagonism between peoples are daily more and
more vanishing, owing to the development of the bour-
geoisie, to freedom of commerce, to the world market, to
uniformity in the mode of production and in the condi-
tions of life corresponding thereto.”
Capitalism actually has seen two contradictory trends.

The one mentioned above by Marx was certainly very
real; but there was another trend toward the formation
and consolidation of national states. The contradiction
between these two tendencies expressed itself in the in-
creasing competition between capitalist powers over con-
trol of the world market and the subjugation of weaker
nations.
The first few decades after Marx’s death in 1883 wit-

nessed growing concentration and centralization of capi-
tal in the hands of powerful monopolies, and the devel-
opment of tensions between the advanced capitalist states
competing for control of the world market. “Peaceful”
market competition produced growing armed clashes,
and European states (and later the U.S. and Japan)
scrambled to seize colonies throughout the world. The
conflict between the big states led to two world wars.
Today, the size and level of integration of the world

economy goes far beyond what existed in Marx’s day. The
level of world trade, international financial transactions
and foreign investment have all risen dramatically. More-
over, the production process is so international today that
a machine assembled in one country will have its parts
produced in several different countries. “Auto production
processes have become so transnationalized,” writes econ-
omist William Robinson, “that the final product can no
longer be considered ‘national’ in any meaningful way.”
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The interdependence is so deep-rooted that no nation
is capable of economic life cut off from the rest of the
world without suffering severe dislocation. Robinson
takes these developments to mean that the nation-state is
rapidly fading in importance. But the growing integra-
tion of the world into a single market takes place in a
context in which the world remains divided between na-
tion-states.
So long as there is no single world state that corre-

sponds to the creation of a world market, capitalists will
continue to depend upon a particular national state to
maintain the conditions for “smooth” capitalist exploita-
tion. The state is the “executive committee” for managing
the “common affairs” of the bourgeoisie, not only its in-
ternal affairs (holding down the class struggle), but also
“externally” (promoting the economic interests of its
“own” capitalist class).
Colonies have disappeared, but the rivalry between

states over who will become (or remain) the dominant
power—imperialism—remains an essential feature of the
world system. During the Cold War, that rivalry was re-
duced to a conflict—expressed not as direct military con-
flict but rather as proxy battles fought at the periphery of
the world system—between the U.S. and the USSR.
Since the collapse of the Soviet Union—a system, as we
shall see, that had nothing to do with socialism save in
name only—imperialism has taken on a new shape. The
U.S. has attempted to assert itself as the world’s sole su-
perpower. A handful of powerful states today dominate
the world economically, but only one—the U.S., which is
still the world’s biggest economic power—dominates it
militarily, and maintains an unprecedented level of mili-
tary spending in order to keep it that way.
We earlier quoted Marx saying that the bosses, despite

national differences, will unite when it comes to suppress-
ing the working class. But the working class is also rife
with divisions that are deliberately fostered by the capital-
ists. They foster national divisions to encourage workers
to value national identity above the identity of class inter-
ests that should unite them with their fellow workers. So-
cialists must always challenge all forms of national chau-
vinism that pit workers of different nations and nationali-
ties against each other.
But we do not equate all nationalisms. A distinction

must be made between the nationalism of the oppressor
and the nationalism of the oppressed. Because the world
is divided between oppressed and oppressor nations, be-
tween dominant nations that use financial, diplomatic
and military means to control other nations and peoples,
class unity can only be built by recognizing the basic right
of oppressed nations to self-determination.
No nation that oppresses another can itself be free. In

the U.S., for example, there can be no solidarity between
Puerto Rican and U.S. workers unless U.S. workers rec-
ognize the right of Puerto Rico to independence. There
can be no solidarity between the peoples of the Middle
East and workers in the United States unless we recognize
the right of Iraqis, Afghans and Palestinians to be free of
U.S. domination.
The imperialist division of the world means that we as

socialists cannot equate all wars, or condemn all wars. As

Lenin wrote during the First World War,

Marxism makes that analysis and says: if the “substance”
of a war is, for example, the overthrow of alien oppres-
sion...then such a war is progressive as far as the oppressed
state or nation is concerned. If, however, the “substance”
of a war is redivision of colonies, division of booty, plun-
der of foreign lands (and such is the war of 1914–16),
then all talk of defending the fatherland is “sheer decep-
tion of the people.”

Some people, horrified by the devastation of modern
war, become pacifists—principled opponents of all vio-
lence. But renouncing all violence in resisting a society
founded on, and maintained by, systematic violence,
means capitulation to that society. We do not equate the
violence of the oppressor with the violence of the op-
pressed resisting that oppression. There is no moral
equivalency between the slave who breaks his or her
chains and the master who forges them.

Open to capital but 
not labor
We oppose all immigration controls.

—From the ISO “Where We Stand”

“THE WORKING men have no country...Workers of the
world, unite,” Karl Marx and Frederick Engels wrote in
two memorable phrases in the Communist Manifesto. This
forms the starting point of our approach to the question of
immigration.
Socialists support the right of all people to move across

national borders without fear of discrimination, and op-
pose all attempts by governments to constrict and control
that movement, or to treat immigrants as second- or
third-class citizens (or non-citizens). Any other position
would make a mockery of our call for the international
solidarity of the working class.
Capitalist commerce has created a world market, and

by doing so, has acted to break down all barriers to the
free movement of money and investment. Capital moves
relatively freely throughout the world, chasing after the
most profitable investments. But at the same time, labor
does not have the same freedom as capital to move across
borders.
The history of human migration under capitalism is

one where people, fleeing hardship and poverty in one re-
gion or country, are forced to move to another, where
they find themselves treated as social pariahs, even as their
labor is freely exploited by the capitalists of the nation to
which they were forced to move.

The myth of the melting pot
The United States has long promoted a myth about

being a “melting pot” that welcomes the poor and op-
pressed from all over the world as they look for a better
life. The reality is far different. The new nation was built
upon the genocide and displacement of American Indi-
ans, the enslavement of Africans and the ruthless ex-
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ploitation of immigrant workers.
The question of immigration for the U.S. ruling class

has never been a humanitarian question, but a question
of finding a plentiful and cheap labor supply. Slavery sup-
plied it to the Southern plantations; indentured servitude
and later the immigration of “free labor” to the North.
The “free labor” provided by immigrants to this coun-

try has always been hemmed in and controlled by various
legal restrictions in order to ensure its status as cheap and
pliant. Immigrant workers can be used as cheaper labor
because immigration laws impose a second-class status on
them.
Politicians and employers use anti-immigrant laws not

so much to prevent the entry of all immigrant labor as to
control it like a spigot. The threat of imprisonment and
deportation is a strong incentive not to organize for
higher wages and better conditions. 
The list of victims of anti-immigrant discrimination

throughout this country’s history is long: Catholics, Irish,
Germans, Swedes, Jews, Southern Italians, Eastern Euro-
peans, Asians, Mexicans, Central Americans, Muslims
and so on, up to the present day.
The pattern of immigration and exclusion has often

followed the needs of industry—workers welcomed in
times of boom, then scapegoated and deported in times
of depression.
Chinese immigrants worked for low wages and suf-

fered terrible hardship building the railroads in the Amer-
ican West, only to find themselves the victims of racist
pogroms and the 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act, which
wasn’t repealed for 60 years.
As U.S. capitalism began to take off in the late 1900s,

the United States welcomed millions of immigrants from
Southern and Eastern Europe—up until 1917, when the
Immigration Exclusion Act was passed. During the
1920s, as Mexicans were encouraged to come and take
railroad and agricultural jobs—a million came to this
country, only to be victimized and deported once the
Great Depression hit.

Divide and rule
We have already spoken about how capitalism both

unites and divides workers. The system compels workers
to unite in order to defend their interests, but it also forces
them to compete for jobs. This competition forms the
basis on which the ruling class creates animosity between
workers of different races, regions and nations, and tries to
bind the workers of one nation to the idea that they have a
common bond with the exploiters of “their” nation.
Wherever the employers can get away with paying

lower wages, compelling longer hours and denying basic
benefits, they will do it. One way to accomplish this is by
pitting lower-paid immigrant workers against higher-paid
native-born workers. As historian Philip Foner writes,
“All too frequently, newly arrived immigrants of every na-
tionality made their first entrance into American industry
as strikebreakers.”
Writing in the late 1880s, Frederick Engels noted how

the U.S. ruling class was masterful at pitting immigrant
workers against each other, and native-born workers
against immigrants. As he wrote in a letter to an Ameri-

can colleague:

Your bourgeoisie knows how to play off one nationality
against the other: Jews, Italians, Bohemians, etc., against
Germans and Irish, and each one against the other, so
that differences in the living standard of the workers exist,
I believe, in New York to an extent unheard-of elsewhere.
And added to this is the total indifference of a society

which has grown up on a purely capitalist basis, without
any genial feudal background, towards the human beings
who succumb to the competitive struggle: “There will be
plenty more, and more than we want, of these damned
Dutchmen, Irishmen, Italians, Jews and Hungarians.”

There is also a political component to anti-immigrant
hysteria. During the Second World War, German immi-
grants faced harassment and discrimination, as did Japan-
ese immigrants. In the late 1910s, anti-immigrant racism
was whipped up against leftists in the labor movement.
Thousands of radical immigrants were arrested and de-
ported during the famous Palmer Raids of 1919-1921.
More recently, Arab and Muslim immigrants have faced
harassment and deportation as a result of the xenophobia
whipped up after the September 11, 2001, attacks on the
Twin Towers.
These policies, though directed at sections of the

working class, open up the possibility for them to be used
more widely. The function of such discrimination is to
neutralize the left—the promoters of solidarity and strug-
gle against oppression—by creating a climate of hatred,
mistrust and fear.
Today, millions of undocumented immigrants who

have made the wheels of industry and commerce turn are
facing one of the most vicious and draconian dragnets in
U.S. history, at the hands of the aptly named ICE (Immi-
gration and Customs Enforcement). Families are being
broken up, tens of thousands imprisoned and many more
deported, all for the “crime” of working hard for substan-
dard wages. Meanwhile, employers face little more than
an occasional fine.
The only way to overcome the divisions that capital

deliberately fosters among workers is to work practically
for the solidarity of all workers, regardless of their nation-
ality, race or language. The slogan “No one is illegal” is
not merely a moral imperative, but one based on the idea
that so long as workers allow themselves to be pitted
against each other, they will remain weak, exploited vic-
tims of capitalism.
Native-born workers may think that exclusion and

discrimination against immigrant workers will help them,
but the reality is that when the bosses can hurt one por-
tion of the working class, it becomes easier to hurt the
other. Anti-immigrant laws help the employers impose
low wages on all workers.
The old Industrial Workers of the World (IWW) slo-

gan was “an injury to one is an injury to all.” The only
way the labor movement can improve the conditions for
all is by raising the conditions of the most oppressed and
exploited sections, not by scapegoating them.
As the socialist Eugene Debs once wrote:

In this attitude, there is nothing of maudlin sentimental-
ity, but simply a rigid adherence to the fundamental prin-
ciples of the International proletarian movement. If so-
cialism, international, revolutionary socialism, does not
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stand staunchly, unflinchingly and uncompromisingly for
the working class, and for the exploited and oppressed
masses of all lands, then it stands for none, and its claim is
a false pretense, and its profession a delusion and a snare.

Resisting U.S. imperialism
We oppose U.S. intervention in Cuba, the Middle East and
elsewhere. We are for self-determination for Puerto Rico.

—From the ISO “Where We Stand”

“‘FREEDOM’ IS a grand word,” Lenin once wrote, “but
under the banner of freedom for industry, the most
predatory wars were waged.”
Nowhere is this statement truer than the United

States. Washington has always cloaked its predatory am-
bitions in the language of the American Revolution—
freedom, liberty, democracy and freedom of trade. It has
always been the “reluctant empire,” invading other coun-
tries for their own good, and always with kind and benev-
olent intentions.
Parallel to this has come the idea that the United

States is destined to dominate the world. “The history of
territorial expansion,” exclaimed O.H. Platt, a Connecti-
cut senator in the late 1890s, “is the history of our na-
tion’s progress and glory...We should rejoice that Provi-
dence has given us the opportunity to extend our influ-
ence, our institutions and our civilization into regions
hitherto closed to us.”
The United States, from its inception, has been a soci-

ety built upon violent conquest, beginning with the dis-
possession of Native Americans. “America the benevo-
lent,” writes historian Sidney Lens, “does not exist and
never has existed.”
From its war with Mexico in 1846—which resulted in

the annexing of half of that country to the United
States—to the occupation of Iraq, the United States has
never been shy about using its military might to conquer
territory, annex colonies or intimidate rivals and weaker
nations. Its interventions in the Philippines, Korea and
Vietnam alone are responsible for the deaths of more
than 6 million people.
Between 1870 and 1922, the U.S. emerged as the

world’s biggest industrial power, and its total wealth in-
creased tenfold, from $30 billion to $320 billion. By the
end of this period, the U.S. became Europe’s and the
world’s creditor; after the Second World War, it added to
its economic power its military supremacy—a position it
has fought to maintain by any means necessary ever since.
As a latecomer in the scramble for colonies, the U.S.

often presented its own efforts to compete with more es-
tablished colonial powers as anti-colonial. It promoted
what it called an “open door” policy—that is, demanding
that markets closed to it by other powers be opened up
for exploitation by U.S. interests. Woodrow Wilson made
it clear in 1907 what the “open door” policy meant in
practice:

Since trade ignores national boundaries, and the manu-
facturer insists on having the world as a market, the flag

of his nation must follow him, and the doors of the na-
tions which are closed against him must be battered
down. Concessions obtained by financiers must be safe-
guarded by ministers of state, even if the sovereignty of
unwilling nations be outraged in the process. 

Though the U.S. was never a major colonial power, it
did, however, acquire a handful of colonies. The Spanish-
American War in 1898, during which the U.S. seized
control of Spain’s former colonies, was its “coming out”
party as a world power.
Under the guise of liberating Cuba, the Philippines

and Puerto Rico, the U.S. took the latter two as formal
colonies, and made Cuba into an informal colony (it had
already seized Hawaii in 1893). In order to “pacify” the
Philippines, U.S. forces killed hundreds of thousands of
Filipinos who were not prepared to turn their country
over to another dominating power.
While the U.S. never again took on formal colonies

after 1898, it turned the Caribbean into an “American
lake,” through what was called “gunboat diplomacy”—
using financial and military leverage to subject weaker na-
tions to Washington’s dictates.
The U.S. engineered a revolution in Panama in 1903,

leading to its breakaway from Colombia (a U.S. naval ar-
mada prevented Colombia from intervening) so that a
U.S.-controlled canal to link the Atlantic and Pacific
Oceans, could be built across the Isthmus of Panama. For
all intents and purposes, Panama also became a U.S.
colony.
A few years before, the Platt amendment passed by

Congress in the U.S. required measures inserted into the
Cuban constitution that protected the right of the U.S. to
intervene whenever its interests were threatened—some-
thing the U.S. took advantage of several times in the
course of Cuba’s history before 1959.
For example, Marines landed in 1912 to put down a

rebellion of sugar workers. Cuba’s finance, agriculture and
industry—in particular the booming sugar and tourist in-
dustries—became completely dominated by U.S. capital,
facilitated by U.S. military power.
A typical practice was for a U.S. bank to buy up a

country’s debt, and then ask for assistance from Washing-
ton to protect its financial interests. The Marines would
invade, seize the custom’s house and central bank of the
country and establish control, using customs revenue to
pay off the debt.
The U.S. has sent troops to Caribbean and Central

American countries more than 40 times since 1890.
Marines occupied Haiti from 1915–34, the Dominican
Republic from 1916–24 and Nicaragua from 1909–33.
In each instance (and also in other countries), the U.S.
trained local armed forces and “friendly” dictators to look
after their interests once they departed. Where required,
the U.S. used more covert methods, authorizing the CIA
to foment coups to topple unfriendly regimes—for exam-
ple, in Guatemala in 1954.
President Theodore Roosevelt explained in 1904 how

the United States was to play the world’s policeman:

Chronic wrongdoing, or an impotence which results in a
general loosening of the ties of civilized society, may in
America, as elsewhere, ultimately require intervention by
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some civilized nation, and in the Western Hemisphere,
the adherence of the United States to the Monroe Doc-
trine may force the United States, however reluctantly, in
flagrant cases of such wrongdoing or impotence, to the
exercise of an international police power. 

Though the words may be different, the basic rhetoric
used today to justify intervention is the same. First, there
is the idea that the U.S. is uniquely destined to rule to be
the world’s policeman; second, there is the idea of the
“clash of civilizations,” and that U.S. conducts war in
order to spread democracy and “civilization” against bar-
baric “Muslims” and “terrorists.” Even the use of the term
“impotence” evokes today’s arguments about the need for
Washington to intervene in “failed states.” Whatever the
rhetorical flavor of the week, the aims are similar—to
make the world safe for U.S. capitalism.
Puerto Rico remains a colony to this day—the only re-

maining colony possessed by the U.S., and, indeed, one
of the few remaining colonies in the world.
A bilateral pact in 1952, the Free Associated State,

helps maintain the fiction that Puerto Rico’s status is
agreed upon by both parties. But the U.S. retains veto
power over local legislation. The Pentagon controls all
matters related to Puerto Rico’s defense and its national
guard, and Puerto Ricans can be drafted into the U.S.
Army, as they were during the Vietnam War.
And though the U.S. imposed American citizenship

on Puerto Ricans in 1917, Puerto Ricans living on the is-
land cannot vote for the U.S. president, senators or con-
gressional representatives. The FBI has federal jurisdiction
in Puerto Rico, and the U.S. National Park Service runs
the island’s major parks. The federal courts carry out their
functions strictly in the English language, despite the fact
that roughly 80 percent of the population speaks only
Spanish.
After years of the U.S. keeping Cuba as a colony in

everything but name, the 1959 Cuban Revolution over-
threw a Washington-backed puppet, Fulgencio Batista,
and freed Cuba from foreign domination.
Since then, the U.S. has attempted invasion (at the

Bay of Pigs in 1961), assassination (many times against
Fidel Castro, successfully against Che Guevara), blockade
and embargo to attack the revolution. Yet Cuba remains
an example of how a small oppressed nation can stand up
to the northern colossus—and as such the U.S. has sub-
jected Cuba to endless suffering and hardship up to this
day. The 1996 Helms-Burton Act not only forbids Amer-
ican companies from doing business in or trading with
Cuba, but also penalizes foreign companies that trade
with Cuba (though there has been some easing of restric-
tions at the behest of U.S agricultural and pharmaceutical
interests). Aside from a five-year period in the late 1970s,
the U.S. has to one degree or another restricted travel be-
tween the U.S. and Cuba.
We in the United States must make it a point to op-

pose the economic embargo against Cuba, but above all
we must oppose all efforts by the U.S. to intervene in
Cuba, and to defend Cuba’s right to self-determination.
The Middle East has long been a key region for U.S.

interests because it sits on the world’s largest reserves of
oil, the most important strategic resource in the world.

The U.S. has relied on brutal, repressive regimes—Iran
under the Shah, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and Israel to this
day—to do its dirty work. It has used the CIA to foment
coups against “unfriendly” regimes. When necessary, it
has intervened directly to punish governments that have
challenged its dominance in the region—as it did to Iraq
in 1991 and again in 2003.
To this day, the U.S. spends billions annually to main-

tain a large military presence in the Middle East. It pro-
vides billions in military hardware to client states, in par-
ticular to Egypt and Saudi Arabia—and above all to Is-
rael, which the U.S. carefully maintains as the region’s
most formidable military power.
Since the late 1960s, Israel has been the single most

important ally of the U.S. in the Middle East, fulfilling
the role of “watchdog” in the region, as the Israeli news-
paper Ha’aretz put it years ago. For this reason, Israel re-
ceives more economic and military aid from the U.S.
than any other country in the world. Israel’s unique status
comes from the fact that it is a garrison state, ready to de-
fend the dispossession of Arab land and the expulsion and
oppression of the Palestinian people upon which its exis-
tence is based.
“Once upon a time,” writes analyst Chalmers John-

son, “you could trace the spread of imperialism by count-
ing up colonies”; today, imperialism is measured in mili-
tary bases. The U.S. boasts 737 military bases in other
countries throughout the world, outposts of a war ma-
chine that accounts for almost half of the world’s total
military expenditures and 1.8 million military personnel.
After the collapse of the USSR and the bipolar Cold

War world, the U.S. emerged as the world’s sole super-
power. But this did not yield a “peace dividend,” as was
talked about at the time. On the contrary, the U.S.
scrambled to find ways to project its military power more
systematically in order to deter potential rivals and secure
its sole superpower status.
We live, so the expression goes, in the “belly of the

beast.” As socialists living in the world’s most rapacious
imperialist power, it is our duty to oppose U.S. interven-
tion around the world, under whatever particular disguise
it wears—whether it is in the name of humanitarian in-
tervention (Kosovo and Haiti), spreading democracy
(Iraq) or defending the “homeland” (Afghanistan).
We do this for two reasons. One, because we look for-

ward to anything that weakens U.S. imperialism and
strengthens opposition to it; and two, because without un-
conditional support for the peoples around the world who
are the victims of American imperialism—whether they
are Iraqis, Haitians, Cubans or Puerto Ricans—we cannot
create the international solidarity necessary to defeat it.

Socialism from above
China and Cuba, like the former Soviet Union and Eastern
Bloc, have nothing to do with socialism. They are state capi-
talist regimes. We support the struggles of workers in these
countries against the bureaucratic ruling class.

—From the ISO “Where We Stand”
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THOUGH THE pall of “Soviet socialism”—with its bu-
reaucratic police methods—no longer hangs over the so-
cialist movement, we still must answer the questions:
What was the nature of the Soviet Union? Was it socialist
in fact or in name only? Was it an inevitable outcome of
what the Russian revolutionaries set out to do in 1917?
The same questions must also apply to those countries

where similar societies were set up—North Korea, China
and Cuba, for example. How we answer these questions
today determines whether Marxism is a living system of
thought that can help us change the world, or whether it
is obsolete.
To defend the social relations in any of these societies

as somehow socialist—where wages are low, workers have
few rights, and political parties other than the official state
party are banned—is to make a mockery of socialism.
Cuba today—much less so China, because of its lurch

to the market over the past decades—still stands as an ap-
parent alternative to capitalism on the left. It is necessary
to make a clear distinction, however, between the defense
of Cuba’s sovereignty against the U.S. blockade and other
attacks on the island, and defense of Cuba’s rulers.
The most honest historical accounts of the Russian

Revolution acknowledge that the October Revolution
was led by a mass working-class party—the Bolsheviks—
that enjoyed the support of the majority of the working
class in Russia. The revolution established soviet power—
that is, it created a workers’ state based upon the elected
councils of workers, soldiers and sailors that had arisen
during the February Revolution. Once in power, the rev-
olutionaries embarked on an ambitious program of
change. For example, workers’ control over production
was established through factory committees, laws against
homosexuals and against abortion were abolished, and
nations that had been held in subjection by the Russian
state were declared free and independent, to name a few
examples.
But only months into the revolutionary process, the

new workers’ state began to falter. Bureaucracy re-
emerged, democracy began to wither, and a gradual
process began in which the end result was a new bureau-
cratic regime that rolled back many of the revolution’s ini-
tial gains. What went wrong?
Marx once wrote, “A development of the productive

forces is the absolute practical premise of communism be-
cause without it, want is generalized, and that means that
all the old crap must revive again.” World capitalism had
created the material conditions of abundance that made
socialism a real possibility. However, in no single country,
least of all Russia, did the material conditions exist such
that socialism could be built in isolation. Generalized
want, that is poverty, creates the conditions in which the
“old crap”—inequality, class divisions, opression—re-
vives, regardless of the intentions of those attempting to
change society. This is the dilemma the Bolsheviks faced.
Though the European working class was restive, and in

some instances revolutionary—Germany came the closest
to a workers’ state—no successful European revolution
came to Russia’s aid. The revolutionary government faced
an onslaught of counterrevolutionary “White” armies, for-
eign invasion, starvation and economic collapse.

The civil war brought mass depopulation of Russia’s
major cities and the breakdown of industry. The mobi-
lization of the nation’s resources overwhelmed the weak
shoots of workers’ power that the revolution had created.
The necessity of mobilizing for total war to save the revo-
lution, combined with the terrible economic privation,
obliterated soviet democracy and replaced it with a com-
mand structure that gave the revolution success in the
civil war, but at the cost of strangling the revolution’s very
reason for being. 
What kind of state arose in Russia? It was socialist in

name only. Workers did not hold power. Yet the old capi-
talists and landowners were gone, and their military de-
feat in the civil war meant they were not coming back.
The state, governed by a single party (or rather its upper
bureaucracy), owned the means of production. 
Many argued that since private property had been

abolished, and since the market inside Russia had been
abolished, Russia was no longer capitalist. Yet Russia re-
mained in the orbit of world capitalism.
The ruling bureaucracy under Stalin consolidated its

power by exiling, imprisoning and/or murdering the ma-
jority of Bolsheviks, including Leon Trotsky, who had
been second only to Lenin in his role and stature during
the revolution. It was clearly a new ruling class—it con-
trolled the (now nationalized) means of production by
virtue of the fact that it held state power.
But this new bureacratic ruling class was not free to do

whatever it liked. In order to consolidate its power, it was
compelled to make Russia militarily competitive with the
West. That meant squeezing the workers and peasantry
and using every last drop of surplus wealth to build up
Russia’s military hardware, which in turn required build-
ing up Russia’s heavy industry. “We are 50 or 100 years
behind the advanced countries. We must make good this
distance in 10 years. Either we do it, or they will crush
us,” Stalin remarked in 1931. The new bureaucratic rul-
ing class embarked on a period of massive state accumula-
tion to achieve this goal. This drive to accumulate, im-
posed on Russia’s new rulers by its competitors, marked
Russia’s turn to state capitalism.

China and Cuba
If in Russia workers lost power when the revolution

degenerated, in China, workers never had power.
The Red Army that seized state power in 1949 after a

protracted guerrilla war was drawn largely from the peas-
antry; it had almost no workers in it (and those that
joined left the cities to become professional soldiers), and
it was led by a declassed intelligentsia.This army, rather
than any social class, became the source of revolutionary
power.
The politics of its most important leader, Mao Ze-

dong, were not so much Marxism—though Mao used
some of Marxism’s terminology—but agrarian populism
combined with radical nationalism. According to Mao,
this rural Red Army with almost no workers in it was “the
main instrument of the dictatorship of the proletariat.”
The plan was for the Red Army to liberate the cities

from the outside. When Mao’s army marched into the
main cities, it issued communiqués urging the workers to
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remain calm and obey orders. One of them read: 

It is hoped that workers and employees in all trades will
continue to work and that business will operate as usual.

Essentially, the Communist Party’s aim was to utilize
state power to bring about national unity, land reform
and launch industrial development, using Stalin’s Russia
in the 1930s as its model. Trade unions, in the words of
historian Nigel Harris, became “disciplinary and propa-
ganda agencies of management and state.”
The main difference between Stalin and Mao’s ideol-

ogy is that while Stalin emphasized the inevitable march
of the productive forces, Mao emphasized the role of will
power in transforming society. The difference in ideology
came from the fact that, economically speaking, China
was far more impoverished than Russia. The population
was exhorted through slogans to work as hard as possible
to assist in China’s economic development.
The most famous example of Mao’s voluntarism was

the Great Leap Forward of 1958, when the state em-
barked on a policy designed to mobilize millions of peo-
ple in rural communes to expand output. Wildly unreal-
istic plans for increasing steel output were devised. The
attempt to burst through the objective barriers to fast
growth had an opposite effect, creating a breakdown in
industry and massive economic dislocation, leading to
mass starvation.
China’s transition since the 1970s from a state capital-

ist economy toward a mixed economy of private and state
capital represents not a transition from socialism to capi-
talism, but from one form of capitalist development to
another, not the restoration of capitalism on the ruins of
socialism.
The Cuban Revolution of 1959, like Mao’s, involved

the toppling of a dictatorial regime by a guerrilla army.
The most significant difference is that, while Mao’s Red
Army numbered in the hundreds of thousands, Fidel
Castro’s army numbered at most several thousand. As in
China, workers in the Cuban Revolution did not play a
central role in the revolution. Nor was the revolution
made by peasant organizations. It was the guerrillas who
marched from the Sierra Maestra to seize power, not in
the name of socialism (that came later), but in the name
of radical nationalist and populist ideals. 
Cuba’s was a genuine national revolution, as we have

already noted, that stood up to the world’s biggest imperi-
alist aggressor and succeeded. Its energetic and charismatic
leaders, Che Guevara and Fidel Castro, became interna-
tional heroes for those fighting imperialism all over the
world. Che’s image almost instantly became the most rec-
ognizable image of resistance to all forms of oppression
and exploitation. His speech in 1967 before the Triconti-
nental Congress in 1961 electrified the world: “How close
we could look into a bright future should two, three or
many Vietnams flourish throughout the world with their
share of deaths and their immense tragedies, their every-
day heroism and their repeated blows against imperialism,
impelled to disperse its forces under the sudden attack and
the increasing hatred of all peoples of the world!”
The revolution was wildly popular for its literacy cam-

paigns, as well as its land, educational and economic re-

forms; but the Cuban masses neither carried out the revo-
lution nor created the state that emerged from it. For
Fidel, the mass organizations created after the seizure of
power were sounding boards and conduits for his policies
rather than organs of mass struggle and self-organization.
As Che Guevara wrote, “The mass carries out with

matchless enthusiasm and discipline the tasks set by the
government, whether in the field of the economy, culture,
defense, sports, etc. The initiative generally comes from
Fidel, or from the revolutionary leadership, and is ex-
plained to the people, who make it their own.”
Fidel only declared the revolution socialist retroac-

tively, after his forces crushed the U.S.-led Bay of Pigs in-
vasion in 1961 and increasing U.S. hostility and counter-
revolutionary measures from hostile U.S. and Cuban cap-
italists compelled him to wrest control of the economy
through a wave of successive nationalizations. Still de-
pendent, however, on foreign exchange from its single
most important crop, sugar, Cuba move closer into Rus-
sia’s orbit, which was happy to step in and provide finan-
cial and material aid.
Like Mao, Castro and Guevara’s politics focused not

on the material and social conditions for revolution, but
in the willpower of the revolutionaries. Writes Nigel Har-
ris, the guerrillas believed that “armed struggle creates the
objective conditions for winning power, and, in Castro’s
words, those conditions can be created in the ‘immense
majority of Latin American countries’ if between four and
seven dedicated guerrillas can be found.” The Cuban
model of guerrilla warfare proved successful, however,
only in Cuba. Che took what were the peculiarities of the
Batista dictatorship in Cuba that made it possible for
some thousands of guerrillas to topple it—a bloated,
weak state rotted through with corruption—and overgen-
eralized from the experience.
Che’s politics, while heroic, were different from the

politics of Marx and Engels, who argued that the “dicta-
torship of the proletariat” meant the rule of the working
class, not the rule of a minority, and that genuine social-
ism could not be achieved except by the self-mobilization
of the majority to seize control of society in its own name.
A story Che tells in an interview not long after the rev-

olution indicates his thinking at the time. When one of
the participants in Fidel’s attack in 1956 on the Moncada
Barracks told him, “Batista pulled off a coup and in only
one morning took over the government. We must make
another coup and expel him from power.” Che agreed
with him that “we had to make a coup,” adding only that
it be made “on the basis of principle,” and with a clear
understanding of “what we would do after taking over the
government.”
Engels, in his criticism of August Blanqui, a French

socialist who believed that revolution would be brought
to the masses by a minority, wrote:

From Blanqui’s assumption, that any revolution may be
made by the outbreak of a small revolutionary minority,
follows of itself the necessity of a dictatorship after the
success of the venture.
This is, of course, a dictatorship, not of the entire revo-

lutionary class, the proletariat, but of the small minority
that has made the revolution, and who are themselves
previously organized under the dictatorship of one or sev-
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eral individuals.

For Marxism, socialism can only succeed as a move-
ment of the international working class. There can be no
socialism in one country. For Marxism, socialism can
only be achieved through the self-emancipation of the
working class and the oppressed. In the Chinese and
Cuban revolutions, the working class played at best a pas-
sive role, with the center stage taken by armies acting in
the name of the working class, which itself never seized
nor held state power.
In Marxism, the workers’ state—armed democracy—

is a transitory body with the purpose of ensuring that the
old ruling classes cannot regain power. Its purpose is to
abolish class distinctions and create the conditions in
which the state can “wither away.” In Stalin’s Russia—and
in the national versions of “socialism” it inspired—the
state was strengthened.
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Capitalism thrives on
division
Capitalism divides the working class, based on sexual, gen-
der, racial, national and other distinctions. The specially op-
pressed groups within the working class suffer the most under
capitalism.

—From the ISO “Where We Stand”

“I can hire one half of the working class to kill the other
half.”

—19th century robber baron Jay Gould

THE DRIVING force of the capitalist system is profit.
As far as capitalists are concerned, nothing else matters so
long as the coffers are filling. These profits are the prod-
uct of the unpaid labor of the working class. Finding
ways to guarantee that labor will continue to work, undis-
turbed, at its job of making profits, is therefore a prime
concern to the capitalist.
The whip of economic compulsion accomplishes

much of this goal: if you do not work, you do not eat.
“Hunger,” argued a British 18th century Protestant par-
son, “the most natural motive to industry and labor...calls
for the most powerful exertions.” Marx put it another
way:

The dull compulsion of economic relations completes the
subjection of the laborer to the capitalist. Direct force,
outside economic conditions, is of course still used, but
only exceptionally. In the ordinary run of things, the la-
borer can be left to the “natural laws of production,” i.e.,
to his dependence on capital, a dependence springing
from, and guaranteed in perpetuity by, the conditions of
production themselves.

But the collective experience of the working class also
leads it to find ways to resist and push back against their
exploitation. As Marx writes, “But with the development
of industry, the proletariat not only increases in number;
it becomes concentrated in greater masses, its strength
grows, and it feels that strength more.”
The capitalists therefore require other means (short of

the use of outright force) to attempt to divide and atom-
ize workers other than just “the dull compulsion of eco-
nomic relations.” One way they do this is by pitting
workers against each other, compelling them to compete
with each other for scarce jobs.
Laid over this economic competition is the exploita-

tion of differences in race, sex, language, immigration sta-
tus and so on, which are used to foster deeper divisions
among workers. For example, capitalists have often used
workers of one race or nationality to scab on native-born

white workers in the U.S. in order to stir up enmity be-
tween them—something they could not do unless one
group was kept in a more oppressed and, therefore, des-
perate and hungrier state.
Employers are often able to appeal to housewives to

rein in their striking husbands, because, to quote Indus-
trial Workers of the World (IWW) leader Elizabeth Gur-
ley Flynn, the women “were expected to stay at home and
worry about the empty larder, the hungry kiddies and the
growling landlord, easy prey to the agents of the com-
pany.”
The IWW, however, had a different approach.

“Women can be the most militant or the most conserva-
tive element in a strike,” she wrote, “in proportion to
their comprehension of its purposes. The IWW has been
accused of putting the women in the front. The truth is,
the IWW does not keep them in the back, and they go to
the front.”

Capitalism and oppression
All workers are oppressed under capitalism, facing infe-

rior housing, schooling and medical care, for example,
compared to middle-class and wealthy people. But some
groups are singled out for “special” oppression that runs
even deeper: women, African Americans, Latinos, lesbian,
gay, bisexual, transgendered people, and so on.
These different forms of oppression had an economic

function, or were closely tied to the new economic priori-
ties of capitalism. In the early stages of capitalist develop-
ment, for example, forced labor of various kinds were
used to extract wealth from subject peoples, particularly
in cases where shortages of wage workers made that form
of labor too expensive to be profitable.
As Marx wrote in Capital, “Whilst the cotton industry

introduced child slavery in England, it gave in the United
States a stimulus to the transformation of the earlier,
more or less patriarchal slavery, into a system of commer-
cial exploitation. In fact, the veiled slavery of the wage
workers in Europe needed, for its pedestal, slavery pure
and simple in the new world.”
Racism—the ideology that observable differences such

as skin color marked some people as inferior—was fash-
ioned to justify the forcible enslavement of Africans in
the New World. “Slavery could survive,” wrote Winthrop
Jordan, “only if the Negro were a man set apart; he simply
had to be different if slavery were to exist at all.”
After slavery’s defeat, the Southern white ruling class de-

liberately fostered race hatred to prevent poor whites from
identifying with poor Blacks. As W.E.B. Dubois wrote:

The race element was emphasized in order that property-
holders could get the support of the majority of white la-
borers and make it more possible to exploit Negro labor.
But the race philosophy came as a new and terrible thing
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to make labor unity or labor class-consciousness impossi-
ble. So long as the Southern white laborers could be in-
duced to prefer poverty to equality with the Negro, just so
long was a labor movement in the South made impossible. 

Racism (as well as xenophobia) also persisted in the
North. The main trade unions often refused to organize
Blacks (except sometimes in segregated locals) and immi-
grant workers (in many cases, also women workers), dis-
figuring the labor movement and rendering it unable to
resist the bosses’ attacks.

Keeping us all down
There is an essential point Dubois makes here that ap-

plies to all forms of oppression. And that is that the op-
pression visited upon one section of society serves the
function of keeping down other sections, both economi-
cally and socially, and preventing the exploited from see-
ing that they have common interests with those of their
class who face special forms of oppression.
Oppression, and the ideologies that underpin it, ob-

jectively weakens the ability of workers to come together
and unite against the ruling class. The point was well-ex-
pressed by the great abolitionist Frederick Douglass, who
wrote, “The slaveholders...by encouraging the enmity of
the poor, laboring white man against the Blacks, suc-
ceeded in making the said white man almost as much a
slave as the Black man himself.”
Imperialism—the conquest and division of the world

by Europe, the U.S. and Japan in the late 19th century—
gave renewed lease on the racist ideas developed out of
slavery. Racist ideology was used to justify the conquest of
“inferior” people who were considered to be at the stage
of childhood in terms of human development and there-
fore needed the tutelage of the mature, “civilized” nations
to guide them.
The national chauvinism fostered by the ruling classes

of the big powers acted as a powerful weapon against the
international solidarity of the working class. The U.S. rul-
ing class today systematically, and insidiously, instills Amer-
ican chauvinism—aided by the compliant mass media.
As a result, most Americans unconsciously accept the

right of the U.S. to project its power around the world
and to dominate international institutions, and much of
the stereotypes about Arabs and Muslims that help justify
it. But American chauvinism is even more insidious than
others, because it comes with the ideological trappings of
the American Revolution.
America claims to be a great protector and promoter

of world democracy, and a “reluctant” world power
uniquely possessed with benign respect for human rights
and dignity.

Challenging every form of
oppression
We support the fight for Black liberation and all the struggles
of the oppressed. The liberation of the oppressed is essential to
socialist revolution and impossible without it.

—From the ISO “Where We Stand”

RACISM AND other forms of oppression persist, quite
simply, because without them, capitalism could not sur-
vive; though naked exploitation is at the heart of capital-
ism, without the intervention of material and ideological
devices to pit worker against worker, that core relation-
ship of exploitation could not hold for long.
Thus, racism, women’s oppression and other forms of

discrimination are not holdovers from previous societies,
but essential features of the capitalist system.
Though many legal forms of racial discrimination

have disappeared in the U.S. since the 1960s, African
Americans remain second-class citizens, facing substan-
tially higher unemployment, lower wages, worse housing,
higher poverty rates and far higher levels of victimization
at the hands of the police and judicial system than whites.
Racial profiling and stereotyping, both casual and offi-

cial, is ubiquitous. To cite a couple of examples: Blacks
make up 13 percent of the population, but represent 50
percent of the nation’s prison population; among first-
time youth offenders, African Americans are six times
more likely than whites to be sentenced to prison by juve-
nile courts for the same offense; and Black youth unem-
ployment hovers at around 30 percent nationwide.
Racist attitudes toward African Americans, while con-

siderably diminished since the pre-civil rights era, con-
tinue to infect millions of people, including a significant
number of working-class whites.
Other groups, such as Latinos, are systematically dis-

criminated against on the basis of language, immigration
status and skin color. Undocumented immigrants live in
constant fear of harassment, detention and deportation,
not to mention facing the low wages that their precarious
status imposes on them.

Women’s oppression
The form that women’s oppression takes is different

from racism, but it is as rooted in the fabric of capitalism
as is racism.
Capitalism depends on the unpaid labor of women in

the home to guarantee the reproduction of the current
and next generation of workers. This imposes a double
burden on women, who most often also work outside the
home, as well as do the bulk of the child care and house-
work. A whole ideological apparatus exists that enshrines
the privatized family as the most acceptable form of chil-
drearing and personal relations.
Capitalism has turned sex into a commodity, a reality

whose burden falls chiefly, but not exclusively, on women.
Women are denied control of their own sexuality and re-
productive decisions—denigrated if they are sexually
promiscuous (unlike men, who are congratulated) and
denied, to varying degrees, control over whether to carry
a pregnancy to term. Women also face sexual harassment
and violence in the home as well as outside it.
The result of women’s burden, however, is not that a

working-class man’s burden is eased. On the contrary, this
privatized form of the family places a burden on both
men and women, who are expected to use their meager
paychecks to keep their families together, and pay for
their children’s schooling, health care and so on, while the
capitalists reap all the benefits.
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Women’s wages continue to be below men’s, and this is
justified on the archaic grounds that men are the main
“breadwinners” in society. Here again, there is no benefit
to men in this arrangement. Just as the low wages of im-
migrant workers help the bosses drive down the wages of
all workers, so the employers can use the low wages of
women to keep wages low for men. In addition, it should
be kept in mind that working-class couples are sharing
less money than if women received equal pay to men.
Sexual stereotyping also pegs women to certain jobs

and men to others on the grounds that certain jobs are
“women’s work” and others “men’s work.” These attitudes
have shifted but still persist.
LGBT oppression—discrimination against gay men,

lesbians, bisexual and transgendered people—is linked to
the nuclear family just described. These groups are seen as
threatening to the traditional family, and are therefore
considered to be “abnormal.” They face systematic job
discrimination, routine harassment and humiliation, and
often violence.
These oppressions aid in allowing the bosses to divide

the exploited and oppressed. Racial, national, and sexual
oppression allow employers to drive down the wages and
working conditions of immigrants, women and minori-
ties, which in turn allows them to drive down the wages
of all workers. The old saying, “An injury to one is an in-
jury to all,” is perhaps the most important slogan for the
labor movement in this regard—for unless the working
class takes this slogan to heart, it will always be defeated.
The working class consists of men and women, gay

and straight, Black, white and brown, speaking many dif-
ferent languages, and coming from many different na-
tionalities. If the working class is to successfully challenge
capitalism, it must overcome these divisions. On this
basis alone, it is essential to recognize the sources of divi-
sion and inequality inside the working class if a strategy is
to be devised to overcome them; for divisions cannot be
overcome by ignoring them any more than it can by stok-
ing them.
The conditions of all workers cannot be raised or im-

proved until the conditions of the most poorly treated
and most oppressed sections are raised up. Immigrant
workers must be organized along with native born, as
equals with the same rights. Women must have equal pay
and access to free child care and reproductive services,
and be treated as equals to men. Blacks must have full
equality, including access to good education, training and
jobs and fair housing, and be free from police brutality
and the injustices of the justice system, of which they
bear the brunt. Workers who speak languages other than
English must be able to speak and learn in their own lan-
guage without discrimination. Oppressed nations must
have the right to self-determination.
Gay, bisexual and transgendered people must be free

from violence, harassment and legal constraints, and be
extended the same rights as others, including the right to
marry and divorce; and all people must have the freedom
to choose what kind of social and sexual relations they
enter into, and what, if any, sexual identity they choose,
provided no one is harmed or injured.
These struggles are not extras, but must be an integral

part of a revolutionary movement for the total liberation
of humanity. The working class can never achieve eman-
cipation unless it is able to challenge all forms of oppres-
sion, without which the class cannot unite. Conversely,
because capitalism depends on oppression, the liberation
of the oppressed cannot be fully achieved unless the
working class is able to win socialism.
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A party to organize 
our side
To achieve socialism, the most militant workers must be or-
ganized into a revolutionary socialist party. The ISO is com-
mitted to playing a role in laying the foundations for such a
party. We aim to build an independent socialist organiza-
tion, rooted in workplaces, schools and neighborhoods that,
in fighting today’s struggles, also wins larger numbers to so-
cialism.

—From the ISO “Where We Stand”

“MANY GOOD socialists and radicals question the need
for a party at all,” wrote British socialist and journalist
Paul Foot in his 1977 book Why You Should Be a Socialist.
“They say: ‘We’ve been sold out by so many parties al-
ready, Communist Parties, Labor Parties of all descrip-
tions. Can’t we just look after ourselves without a party?’”
When people in the United States think of political

parties, they think chiefly, if not exclusively, of the Demo-
cratic and Republican Parties, and in relation to these,
they see politics more often than not as tedious electoral
campaigns and vacuous mudslinging between two organ-
izations that represent a narrow band of interests.
So when socialists come along and say that we want to

organize a party, it can be off-putting. This negative idea
of political parties was at one time also reinforced by the
experience of the Stalinized Communist Parties of the
world—which were top-down, command-structured or-
ganizations that blindly supported Stalin’s bureaucratic
state capitalism, which bore little or no resemblance to
the socialism from below of Karl Marx.
In Europe, the tepid reformism—and later, enthusias-

tic support for the free market—of the social-democratic
parties also helped alienate young radicals from socialist
organization and led them to draw anarchist conclusions
that “politics” of any kind is a waste of time. “Anarchism
was not infrequently a kind of penalty,” wrote Lenin, “for
the opportunist sins of the working-class movement.”
Then there are the sectarian socialist grouplets, con-

sisting of tiny numbers of arrogant and out-of-touch peo-
ple who believe themselves to be the “vanguard,” claim to
have all the answers and treat everyone around them (to
the extent that anyone is around them) with contempt. If
that’s what anyone means when they talk about socialist
organization, who needs it?

What is politics?
Marxists do not reduce politics to bourgeois elections.

“The modern representative state,” Engels argues, “is an
instrument for exploiting wage labor by capital.” How-
ever, unlike anarchists, socialists consider the electoral

arena an important place to disseminate propaganda and
elect representatives of the working class, when condi-
tions permit this.
“The workers must put up their own candidates in

order to preserve their independence, to count their
forces, and to bring before the public their revolutionary
attitude and party standpoint,” Marx wrote. This is par-
ticularly important in the United States, where the two-
party system creates a lock on the electoral system that ex-
clude independent working-class voice.
Politics involves much more than elections. Indeed, as

a means of challenging capitalism, bourgeois elections are
the lowest form of struggle. The highest forms are those
that mobilize the active power of the rank and file—
strikes, occupations, mass protests. Without these, revolu-
tion would not be possible; and without revolution, capi-
talism cannot be eliminated.
Anyone who has ever gotten involved in even the

smallest struggle knows that without organization, little
can be accomplished. An individual can’t change much,
no matter how committed he or she is to changing the
world. To take on an employer in a single workplace, to
protest a fare hike or to oppose a war, organization is nec-
essary. To take on the entire edifice of capitalist power ob-
viously requires organization of another order.
The most obvious case for organization is that the

other side is very organized and has the whole machinery
of the state and lots of resources at its disposal. The ruling
class will literally stop at nothing to protect its wealth and
privilege. To effectively challenge it, our side must be well-
organized and capable of mobilizing millions of people.
The question is: What kind of organization? We have

emphasized in our commentary that genuine Marxism is
distinguished from other forms of socialism in its empha-
sis on the idea that workers and oppressed people must
liberate themselves—that without the active, mass in-
volvement of millions in their own liberation, liberation
is not possible. Some anarchists stop there and think
they’ve exhausted the question. Yet such an emphasis does
not rule out—in fact it necessitates—strong leadership
and organization.
The term “vanguard” has been maligned because of its

association with tiny sects who proclaim themselves as
such, when in fact they lead nothing and no one.
In a very general sense, however, vanguard merely

means the “advanced guard” of any struggle or move-
ment. Every movement has one, in the sense that no so-
cial struggle happens without some smaller group within
the larger whole taking the initiative to advance and sus-
tain the struggle.
When Marxists use the term, they don’t mean a group

of experts that directs the struggle from a control room.
They don’t mean a group of people separate from and
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outside the struggle. By vanguard, they mean the best-or-
ganized, most militant and politically conscious workers.
An organized vanguard such as this cannot be pro-
claimed—it has to be created.
The necessity of leadership in struggle reflects the fact

that people become radical at different paces and at dif-
ferent times, and because at any given moment, there are
always some who are more class-conscious, radical and
willing to act than others.
There are some radical tendencies that believe the rad-

icalized minority can substitute itself for the mass and act
on its behalf. Such were the politics of guerrilla struggle,
for example. For Marxists, the recognition of real differ-
ences in consciousness and in abilities is not done in
order to sanctify those differences, but to overcome
them—to raise the level of consciousness and initiative of
all workers. As the British Marxist Duncan Hallas once
wrote:

The essence of elitism is the assertion that the observable
differences in abilities, consciousness and experience are
rooted in unalterable genetic or social conditions and that
the mass of the people are incapable of self-government
now or in the future. Rejection of the elitist position im-
plies that the observed differences are wholly or partly at-
tributable to causes that can be changed. It does not mean
denial of the differences themselves. 

Uniting the most radical elements
What accounts for these differences, and therefore, of

the necessity for organized leadership?
The dull compulsion of life under capitalism incul-

cates in workers a sense of inertia—that little can change.
This is an idea that is reinforced by the prevailing propa-
ganda at school and in the media, which tells workers
that they are not smart enough to run things and asks
them to blame other workers—immigrants, women,
Blacks, etc.—for their problems.
Yet capitalism’s tendency to grind workers down also

forces them to use their collective strength to resist. In
acts of resistance, workers begin to challenge the ruling
ideas that have kept them atomized and weak.
The contradiction between the ruling ideas of society

and the tendency of capitalism to impel workers to fight
back collectively creates mixed and uneven consciousness.
Workers can hold both radical and reactionary ideas at
the same time.
A struggle can teach a worker the meaning of solidar-

ity, but he or she may still hold negative ideas about the
rights of gays and lesbians. The struggle creates the condi-
tions in which racist, sexist or homophobic ideas that
keep workers divided can be broken down.
An organization that unites the most radical ele-

ments—those whose experience has led them to reject
capitalism and want to fight for an alternative—facilitates
the process whereby the workers who have not yet been
won to these ideas can be more easily convinced (in the
course of struggle) to become champions of the rights of
the oppressed, the most consistent advocates of complete
solidarity and the most convinced supporters of a socialist
alternative.
The point is to begin to gather together isolated and

local militants and connect them with others across the
country. Such an organization becomes a place to com-
pare notes on the struggle, to learn from different strug-
gles, and to generalize from them about what works and
what doesn’t.
Such an organization can, through its publications,

begin to create out of a disparate set of local struggles a
national movement, capable of both learning from, and
teaching, the working class. Such an organization helps to
gather together and sift through the experiences of past
struggles in the history of the working class and socialist
movements. It is in this sense that the revolutionary party
has been called the “memory of the working class.”
We look to the experience of Lenin and the Bolshevik

Party in Russia because it was the first and only workers’
party in history that was able to successfully challenge
capitalism. Lenin’s party was not a bureaucratic structure
that went around bossing Russian workers. The party was
a part of the Russian working class—its best part.
N.N. Sukhanov—by no means a Bolshevik supporter

in 1917, but who witnessed the party at close quarters in
the days leading up to the October Revolution—ob-
served the close interconnectedness between the party
and the working class:

The Bolsheviks were working stubbornly and without
letup. They were among the masses, at the factory
benches, every day without a pause. Tens of speakers, big
and little, were speaking in Petersburg, at the factories and
in the barracks, every blessed day. For the masses, they
had become their own people, because they were always
there, taking the lead in details as well as in the most im-
portant affairs of the factory or barracks. They had be-
come the sole hope...The mass lived and breathed to-
gether with the Bolsheviks. 

What Sukhanov seemed not to understand is that the
Bolsheviks themselves were workers—leaders on the
ground in the day-to-day struggle. They did not para-
chute in from somewhere else. The Bolshevik vanguard
was not an isolated elite, but organized working-class mil-
itants tempered by shared experience and shared politics
developed through interaction with their fellow workers.
The Leninist conception of a “vanguard” is best un-

derstood simply as a “leading body.” To really be a leading
body, it cannot be proclaimed or imposed from above,
and it cannot be built by standing apart from the working
class and holding up revolutionary ideas to which it ex-
pects the working class, at the right moment, to suddenly
flock.
Nothing remotely like the Bolshevik Party today ex-

ists. It has to be built in practice, through propaganda
work, and in the course of struggles over “partial” de-
mands.
Socialists aim to create a new society. But we cannot

do so simply by wishing it to be, or by waiting with
folded arms. We aim to unite in solidarity with all the
myriad partial struggles against the system, whether it is a
battle for higher wages or better health care, resistance to
police brutality, or fighting for gay marriage rights.
Struggle changes consciousness, gives workers confi-

dence in themselves and their ability to change things. In
the process of fighting together with others who have not
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yet decided to become socialists, we are able not only to
advance the struggle and win concessions, but we are able
to win wider layers of people to the socialist project—the
fight for a world without exploitation or oppression. We
encourage you to join us in that fight.

Resources
International Socialist Organization (inter-
nationalsocialist.org)—ISO
The home page of the ISO. You can find a list of local
branches to get involved in. For more information about
the ISO, its publications and activities, you can reach us
at contact@internationalsocialist.org.

You can also reach us by phone at 773-583-5069.
Or by regular mail:
ISO National Office
P.O. Box 16085
Chicago, IL 60616

Socialistworker.org
Socialist Worker is the print and online publication of the
ISO. It contains daily coverage and analysis of news, poli-
tics, and history from a socialist and Marxist perspective.

International Socialist Review
(isreview.org)
The ISR is a bimonthly magazine with in-depth politics,
theory and analysis aimed at arming todays leftists with
the tools necessary to understand the world—in order to
change it. 

Haymarket Books (haymarketbooks.org)
Haymarket Books is a nonprofit, left and progressive
book distributor and publisher. We believe that activists
need to take ideas, history, and politics into the many
struggles for social justice today. Learning the lessons of
past victories, as well as defeats, can arm a new generation
of fighters for a better world. As Karl Marx said, “The
philosophers have merely interpreted the world; the point
however is to change it.”

Further reading

Paul D’Amato, The Meaning of Marxism (Haymarket
Books)

Hal Draper, The Two Souls of Socialism

Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, Phil Gasper, ed., The
Communist Manifesto: A Road Map to History’s Most Im-
portant Political Document (Haymarket Books)

Frederick Engels, Socialism: Utopian and Scientific

John Molyneux, What is the Real Marxist Tradition? (Hay-
market)

Tony Cliff, Duncan Hallas, Chris Harman, Party and
Class (Haymarket Books)

Sharon Smith, Subterranean Fire: A History of Working-
Class Radicalism in the United States (Haymarket Books)

Ahmed Shawki, Black Liberation and Socialism (Haymar-
ket Books)

Sharon Smith, Women and Socialism: Essays on Women’s
Liberation (Haymarket Books)

Sherry Wolf, Sexuality and Socialism (Haymarket Books)

Rosa Luxemburg, Reform or Revolution and the Mass
Strike (Haymarket Books)

V.I. Lenin, State and Revolution; Imperialism: The Highest
Stage of Capitalism
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IOPS, parecon, and plurality

 

My view on IOPS.

Ideology

The first thing I noticed when reading some of the information on the website was that the interim
organisation's theoretical views is too much in debt to 'parecon', such as its theory of a “coordinator class.”
The aim of the IOPS is, or should, be advocacy of a participatory society in general, not parecon specifically.
It should be plural enough to welcome anti-Stalinist Leninists (Trotskyists), communists, democratic
socialists, Marxists, left communists, inclusive democracy-advocates, syndicalists, anarchists, 'participists',
libertarian socialists, and communalists, while not plural enough to welcome reformists such as social
democrats who seek to not only work within the framework of the current system, but also merely adjust
capitalism to a friendlier form. However at this point the bulk of communists, revolutionary socialists, and
anarchists are excluded from IOPS due to a commitment to 'parecon' principles, such as “workers who work
longer or harder or at more onerous conditions doing socially valued labor (including training) earn
proportionately more for doing so,” which would exclude anyone who believes in the principle of distribution
according to needs.

Additionally, I believe advocacy of participatory planning should be a requisite for membership. I do not
however believe this should be of the 'parecon' variety. There are many variants of participatory planning
that have been advocated throughout the last 150 years or so, including guild socialism, council
communism, anarcho-communism, inclusive democracy, and Bookchin's communalism. This seems to
coincide with the current IOPS-stance.

The IOPS can fill a vacuum: a complementary, non-sectarian and inclusive socialist organisation. Currently,
all kinds of left-wing political sects operate alone, while we have far more in common than we diverge on
relevant matters. Often what we disagree on is semantics or irrelevant historical arguments (think Kronstadt
or what we call the Soviet Union). An inclusive socialist organisation could potentially attract socialists who
are not interested in either anarchism or Marxism or any other variant, but merely just want to advance
anticapitalism. I can imagine that being compelled to have an understanding of anarchist or Marxist theory
in order to be able to join a political organisation (since currently political organisations are centred only
around such ideologies) is an obstacle to many. The IOPS could be a broad and approachable alternative
and as such it has a greater potential to grow.

Thus, specific theories regarding whether a “coordinator class” is an accurate theory should be left to
individual members, not the organisation. At the same time we should not allow oppressive mentalities to
enter our organisation, such as homophobia or Stalinism. Membership should thus be restricted to those
who advocate:

Participatory democracy

Workers' self-management

Participatory/Decentralised planning

Socialism from below

Class struggle to achieve this

Currently, 'parecon' is featured disproportionally on the website, in rhetoric, program, and promotion. If the
IOPS seeks to be an International of 'parecontists' this is fine, but it doesn't appear that this is the explicit
set up.

Strategy

In terms of strategy, it is important to delimit our activities, as to prevent some chapters becoming partisan-
oriented and sectarian whom mobilise and cheer on particular political parties. We may attract people from
Green, Socialist, and Communist Parties and as such this would be impracticable as well as undesirable.
Since we seek an end to parliamentarianism as political decision-making structure, we should not vote or
vote with reservations. Mobilising to vote should be left to the respective parties themselves and their
sympathisers, not the IOPS. The IOPS should neither condemn nor condone voting, yet attempt to provoke
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discussion and critical analysis of voting in order to advance its alternative: participatory democracy.

The IOPS should seek to mobilise people and workers outside and against the system. Extra-parliamentary
activity, therefore, is fundamental. Direct action (e.g. the use of strike action or picket lines) is what IOPS
should focus on. Direct action will be employed to fight for intermediate demands, such as prevention of job
loss. However, it is important to remember that fighting for these demands is a part of the strategy of
mobilising people. Organising communities and workplaces to form self-managed solidarity committees, as
well as linking individual struggles to broader and class-oriented struggles, is key. In this sense, we
shouldn't be activists (organising ourselves against X), but organisers: organising others against X.

The IOPS should operate on a broad platform for collective struggles such as: anti-sexism, anti-racism,
migration rights, anti-nationalism, ecology, sustainability, workers' struggles, emancipation and so forth.
Intervening in labour and social struggles by IOPS chapters should not be done in order to realise
intermediate demands while flying the IOPS' banner high which may attract new members, but rather in
order to steer those struggles into a more revolutionary direction and giving it a permanent character, for
example by organising 'permanent' self-governed committees which continually seek to challenge social
issues through direct action. By this means we create and sustain a solidarity network of popular action,
extra-parliamentarianism, and revolutionary struggles.

Social Insertion

One aspect of the IOPS' strategy should be “social insertion,” in my humble opinion, which means
participating in organisations that share commonalities in ideology, and promote our ideas for a
participatory society. Not with the intention of hijacking it or foster ideological homogeneity (which would be
entryism), but to simply seek, with the members of that organisation, to fight for common goals and
hopefully this common struggle will attract people to our organisation and ideology.

For example, we would cooperate with the Pirate Party in its advocacy for direct democracy (and hope to
make it more face-to-face than online-based), we would cooperate with the occupy-movement in creating
networks for participation, or with Abahlali baseMjondolo in South Africa, Landless Peasant Movements,
housing activisists, and other various social movements or anarchist, socialist, and communist political
parties. This way we attempt to create a network of and by socialists centred around participatory
democracy. A network that hopefully will be able to challenge the current system.

 

Replies 1

7th Jan 2013Dave Jones
This is a well thought out proposal Tim. Because I am a libertarian (revolutionary) socialist, I have
no problem with "to each according to sacrifice ( duration, onerousness, parecon criteria) but I
know communists who prefer "according to need" and know this is a real issue that will have to be
taken up by the larger body. IOPS cannot be all things to all people so we will see how it shakes
out.

Because I follow the Gramscian notion of hegemony, I don't think of "entryism" as a problem and
would complexify exploited subjectivities beyond class ( proletarian, bourgeois, capitalist)

Great piece.

http://www.iopsociety.org/profile/troutsky


"Neither Washington Nor Moscow":

The Third Camp as History
And a Living Legacy

Alan Johnson

[from New Politics, vol. 7, no. 3 (new series), whole no. 27, Summer 1999]

ALAN JOHNSON is a Lecturer in the Centre for Studies in the Social
Sciences, Edge Hill College of High Education, England. He is writing a
biography of Hal Draper.

 

SOCIALISM FROM BELOW IS DISTINGUISHED FROM SOCIALISM FROM ABOVE by its understanding that the agency of social change is the self-controlling emancipatory struggle of the mass of the people.1 In Marx's famous dictum, socialism is "the self-emancipation of the working class." What has this meant for
socialists at the level of international politics? Three key "moments" can be identified in the development of a revolutionary democratic internationalism. The key figure in the first moment is Marx. Alan Gilbert has shown how Marx drew upon Aristotle's insight that Athenian imperialism abroad was a threat to Athenian
democracy at home and that citizens should oppose policies of conquest for they would produce only greed and tyranny at home. Marx argued that in the epoch of capitalism the ideals of democratic liberalism had been cast down for the radicals to pick up. Basic internationalist ideas from "the recognition of the
universal human capacity for moral personality and the justice of democratic movements" for self-determination, were ignored in practice by the liberals and so fell to the radicals to defend.2 In 1847 Marx changed the slogan of the League of Communists to "Proletarians of All Countries Unite!" and insisted the ideal
of human brotherhood, proclaimed by the French Revolution, must now be given a class basis. The ideal of self-determination had also been passed to the radicals. For Marx, "there is absolutely no contradiction in the international workers party striving for the establishment of the Polish nation."3 The only kind of
brotherhood the bourgeoisie could know was "the brotherhood of the oppressors against the oppressed, of the exploiters against the exploited."4

The Second International, amid the growth of labor aristocracies and social democratic bureaucracies, regressed from these positions. Eduard Bernstein, at the Stuttgart Congress of 1907, defended colonialism in terms of the necessity "of civilized peoples to act somewhat like guardians of the uncivilized." Alex
Callinicos has argued convincingly that a democratic internationalism "could only be properly pursued after the collapse of the Second International and the formation of its revolutionary rival, the Third or Communist International," for only then was it possible to adopt the policy of forging an alliance between "incipient
socialist revolution by the working class of the imperialist countries and the developing nationalist revolts in the colonies." This marked a return to the principle of self-emancipation because the oppressed nation was now understood as "not only the object but also the subject of politics," as Trotsky put it. The
difference between the two internationals was the difference between the two souls of socialism.5

Soon enough Stalinism forced another much deeper regression in democratic internationalism. Generations of socialists, in their support for the Stalinist ruling class in Russia and its imperialist expansion, reprised the odyssey of the bourgeois liberals before them, who also supported a brutal imperialism while speaking a
language of freedom. The baton of democratic internationalism was dropped again. The third moment in the development of a revolutionary democratic internationalism involved the rescue, by small numbers of "Third Camp" socialists, mainly in America, organized in the Workers Party -- later renamed the Independent
Socialist League -- of the principles of democratic internationalism in the years during and after World War II.6 The "Third Camp" they defined as:

nothing more than a synonym for the tens of millions who resist or refuse the leadership of both American capitalism and of Stalinism and seek a democratic anti- capitalist, anti-imperialist, anti-totalitarian road to peace, freedom and prosperity.7

 

THE PURPOSES OF THIS ESSAY ARE TWO- FOLD. First, to reconstruct the birth of Third Camp socialism in the split with Trotsky over the question of Russia's wars in Finland and Poland in 1939-40, and its development in the epoch of expanding Stalinism after World War II. I set out why the concept was indispensable
to a politics of self-emancipation and revolutionary democratic internationalism in the period of the Cold War. The concept was not simply a rejection of the two imperialist war camps -- although that was the beginning of all wisdom. The partisans of the Third Camp, in the most unpropitious of circumstances, also
developed a positive alternative to both war-camps, and to war itself, through the concepts of a "democratic foreign policy" and "political warfare." I explore the Third Camp's rejection of the neutralism of the "one-and-a-half-camp," and its transcendence of the kind of crippling antinomies, the "either-or" frameworks,
which left Sidney Hook, Irving Howe and ultimately Max Shachtman as critical supporters of the capitalist camp, and the likes of Isaac Deutscher and the orthodox Trotskyists as critical supporters of the Stalinist camp. Second, the essay will explore the meaning of the Third Camp in today's post-Communist world,
when the second camp has joined the first but the world is no nearer "peace, freedom and prosperity."

The Birth of the Third Camp

IN 1939, WHEN THE SOVIET UNION INVADED POLAND AND FINLAND, Trotsky made the catastrophic argument that Russia remained a "workers state" because nationalized property was, in and of itself, "proletarian economy." Consequently, Russia's wars in Poland and Finland were the wars of a workers state, to be
defended. Trotsky insisted the Stalinist invasion of Poland "gave an impulse to the socialist revolution through bureaucratic methods" and, in Finland, the "Red" Army was giving "a tremendous impulse to the class struggle in its sharpest form," the Kremlin being "forced to provoke a social revolutionary movement."8

Caught in the theoretical logic of the "workers state" position, Trotsky gave birth to the idea of the bureaucratic proletarian revolution, led by Stalinists, to be supported, for now, as a distorted expression of, a locum for, "The Revolution." The truth is Trotsky played a bad role in the 1939-40 dispute. He educated the
movement in a "realism" which eased the way to an accommodation to Stalinism. Replying, for instance, to the view of James Burnham and Max Shachtman that as "the politics of which the invasion were a continuation" were reactionary then the Russian invasion of Poland should not be supported, Trotsky used his
immense authority to mock this minority, asking if a "simultaneous insurrection against Hitler and Stalin in a country occupied by troops might perhaps be arranged very conveniently from the Bronx." Trotsky was the first to raise the objection that the Third Camp was not of the "real world." It was an argument that
would, in time, carry away most of the Third Camp partisans. Max Shachtman replied that it was not a question of arranging a revolution from the Bronx, or, for that matter, from Coyoacan, but of "a political line of revolutionary socialist opposition to both reactionary war camps, one of training and preparing the
workers in such a spirit, and of arming them with such a policy that they would not fall victim to Hitler's army or Stalin's but moving closer to the day when they could settle accounts with both."9 In December 1939, James Burnham, Martin Abern and Max Shachtman pointed out that Trotsky's argument that the
Stalinist invasion must be supported as a lesser evil in the absence of an independent revolutionary movement was "essentially reactionary," as "the independent revolutionary movement cannot be brought into existence and advance if we support the Stalinist invasion." The task was to bring together and provide
program and perspective to the forces of the Third Camp currently "scattered, demoralised, without program or perspective."10 But the prestige of Trotsky ensured that, in April 1940, the American Socialist Workers Party split in two. Albert Goldman, Trotsky's attorney during the 1937 Dewey Commission into the
Moscow Trials, was the spokesman for the majority faction. "Private property" he said, " has been nationalized in 1/8th of the world. It is the only thing concrete left in the camp of the proletariat. We are not giving up nationalized property for some abstraction of the world revolution." Another majority supporter,
Richardson, from Oakland, said, "Just imagine if Stalin did set up a bureaucracy in India, what a tremendous advance it would be over the present democracy." Goldman defended Richardson's speech with the argument, "Between the slavery of a degenerated workers state and the slavery of capitalism, we prefer the
slavery of a degenerated workers state." Convention minutes taken by the minority indicate that at this point there broke out "applause from the majority side, hissing from the minority side."11

Hal Draper wrote that it was in this resistance to Trotsky and the SWP majority in the 1940 split that "[the] Third Camp was born and raised."12 Max Shachtman in his reply to Trotsky, set out why the Third Camp was the only position consistent with a belief that socialism was the self- emancipation of the working
class:

I repeat, I do not believe in the bureaucratic proletarian (socialist) revolution ( . . . ) I reject the concept not out of "sentimental" reasons or a Tolstoyan "faith in the people" but because I believe it to be scientifically correct to repeat with Marx that the emancipation of the working class is the task of the
working class itself. The bourgeois revolution . . . could be made and was made by other classes and social strata; the bourgeoisie could be liberated from feudal rule and establish its social dictatorship under the aegis of other social groups. But the proletarian revolution cannot be made by others than the
proletariat acting . . . No one else can free it -- not even for a day.13

The Triangle of Forces and the Third Camp

THE EXPANSION OF BUREAUCRATIC COLLECTIVISM INTO EASTERN EUROPE after World War II, and its victory independent of Russia state power in Yugoslavia and China, marked a new stage in world politics: a global "struggle for the world" between Capitalism and Stalinism. This was no normal inter-imperialist
rivalry but a "struggle of rival systems over which, if either, shall exploit the earth." This new stage presented the socialist movement, Marxism especially, with the job of fundamental renovation and reorientation if the politics of socialism-as-self- emancipation were to be preserved. It was necessary to plant a "firm fixed
point" from which the Third Camp might oppose both rival imperialisms and their war preparations. Before Stalinism, Marxists had imagined the world as a zero-sum game: capitalism versus socialism. Actually it never was, but until an equally exploitative reactionary alternative proved to be capable of issuing from
anti-capitalism it was not, in practice, too harmful. After Stalinism it was a disastrous framework, theoretically and practically, for the three-cornered struggle for the world was not the duel of Marx's Communist Manifesto. To declare for the Third Camp meant that "politically we recognize the emergence of the
bureaucratic-collectivist empire as a bidder for the historic role of successor to a doomed capitalism" and a new stage in the epoch of wars and revolutions in which the working class faced two enemies, "a capitalism which is anti-Stalinist and a Stalinism which is anti-capitalist."14 Grasping that fact and renovating
Marxism in light of it was one of the great contributions of the Workers Party-Independent Socialist League. Democracy was now the condition for socialism, to be consciously fought for as the differentia specifica of socialism from an alternative anti- capitalist force: totalitarian Stalinism. Stalinism was not the
first rung on the ladder of socialism but its opposite. So understood, "In no other era than this does the fight for democracy rise to such a pinnacle of importance for the forces of progress. No other movement in the history of the world is so driven to place the democratic goal so close to everything it strives for."15 The
1939-40 split set both parties on diverging political paths:

The political character of the ISL quickly broadened . . . to a wide reinterpretation of the meaning of revolutionary socialism for our day. Reacting sharply against the bureaucratic concepts of both official Stalinism and official Trotskyism, it swung to a deep-going emphasis on the integration of socialism
and democracy in all aspects of politics. What was distinctive, however, was that this was accompanied by equally sharp opposition to the American establishment, to American imperialism, to capitalism and its political representatives here. What resulted was a unique combination of revolutionary
opposition to both capitalism and Communism.16

The task, wrote Max Shachtman in 1948, was to "build a workers movement that is fully independent of Washington and Moscow" under "the banner of democracy and socialism."17 In the Cold War of the 1940s and 1950s the WP-ISL sought to translate this rallying cry into a political program through the policies of
a democratic foreign policy and political warfare.

Democratic Foreign Policy and Political Warfare

WHY, ASKED HAL DRAPER IN 1955, was "the most brutal and repressive dictatorship in history" winning the Cold War?18 And how could Stalinism be fought, from the left, without war? The Third Camp socialists developed the ideas of a "democratic foreign policy" and "political warfare" to attack Stalinism without
giving any comfort to capitalism. A democratic foreign policy or, as Draper happily called it in the Sixties, an anti-imperialist foreign policy, meant working for popular democratic revolution in the Stalinist countries, "blowing up the Russian empire from within," as the practical and realistic alternative to reliance on
NATO militarism. The democratic foreign policy was what Trotsky termed a "transitional demand," a bridge to present neutralist consciousness, a means to organize and take forward the opposition to capitalism and Stalinism. Derided as a pipe-dream, the realism of the policy was proved in the anti-Kremlin revolts of
1956-7 which broke "the myth that Stalinism had produced the dehumanized Orwellian "prole" as its mass man, or the totalitarianised zombie heralded by Hannah Arendt."19 Yet NATO and the capitalist states proved a reactionary barrier to the anti- Stalinist revolt. In Poland, it was NATO and NATO rearmament
of Germany which allowed Gomulka to argue for Russian troops to stay. The greatest ally of the Russian Imperialists in Hungary was the British, French and Israeli imperialist crimes in Egypt. Mao's greatest asset was the U.S. support for Chiang Kai-Shek. The vaunted "realism" of the liberal support for NATO turned
out to be a prop of the Stalinist control over the satellites and useless to those popular forces in revolt against Stalinism. As Draper put it, "The West's stock of H-Bombs is no friend of the revolution against Stalinism. It is its enemy." Popular revolt, not the military threat of NATO, was the best peace strategy, limiting
Russian aggression in Europe and decreasing the war threat. A "democratic foreign policy" was defined by its support for this popular revolt as the weapon to defeat Stalinism and by its refusal to rely upon western capitalist governments. The West must "give up its military-base and H-bomb encirclement of Russia in
order to permit the revolution to encircle Russia." But a capitalist, imperialist West was incapable of a democratic foreign policy because its primary fear was the contagion of revolutionary struggle.20

This fear was demonstrated during the East Berlin workers revolt of 1953. While the Stalinist apologist Isaac Deutscher rationalized the brutal suppression of the workers by the bureaucracy,21 the western governments suppressed the fact of its existence, fearing revolution in West Germany. Hal Draper attempted a
thought-experiment: what could a government of the working class, pursuing a democratic foreign policy and engaged in political warfare against Stalinism, have said and done during the East German workers uprising? First, it would have immediately removed all U.S. troops from West Germany. Second, it would
have declared in favor of German reunification. Third, it would have appealed for the East Germans to fight for reunification. Fourth, political warfare would have meant military support for the insurgents; "we urge no adventurous putsches upon you, but what you need you will get, with no strings attached."22 Breaking
the grip of the Kremlin on the East German police and army, who feared a U.S. controlled West, would open the way to a class politics throughout eastern Europe and "that is how the Russian empire will crumble, from within,"23 for political warfare, and the weapon of democracy was "stronger than planes and tanks,
yes stronger than the A-Bomb."24

As the systemic social antagonism between the totalitarian states and the capitalist classes became clearer after World War II, the ability of Russia to exploit divisions between capitalist states diminished. The Stalinists, in response, engaged increasingly in political warfare. This "reactionary exploitation" of popular anti-
capitalist movements became their "main weapon." Communists could use the weapon of anti- capitalism "in a world swept by winds of anti-capitalism and anti-imperialist revolution" because they had no stake in capitalism being the representative of a rival exploitative system. In contrast, the United States was
incapable of anything more than a battery of techniques of skulduggery and "psyops."25 Genuine "political warfare" was beyond not only the lunk-head right but the sophisticates of East coast liberalism, too. Backing the corrupt landowners and not the peasants seeking land redistribution, the U.S. could not use the
secret weapon in the Cold War: anti-capitalism. In fact the reverse was the case. In a world in which U.S. capitalism was the only one with "a bit of fat around its belt," then the middle-ground shrank and reaction faced rebellion the world over. U.S. support for reaction was rooted in the "decay of world capitalism
itself,"26 hence the construction of a permanent war economy.27

For the Third Camp anti-capitalism was the "starting point of a meaningful foreign policy for peace,"28 and an alternative to the establishment and the appeasing peace movements. If winning a Cold War meant winning in political warfare, then successful political warfare in the epoch of decaying capitalism meant the
promotion of social revolution.29 The conclusion was no comfort to the liberal opinion in the United States:

[The U.S.] will have to be socially and politically transformed before victory in the political war is a possibility. ( . . . ) Victory in the Cold War means, politically speaking, implementing a radical-democratic and anti-imperialist foreign policy which can win the support of the peoples of the world and strike
blows against the Communist camp.30

 

UNDER THE PRESS OF THE COLD WAR, organized liberal opinion adopted the world-view of U.S. imperialism as its own, indeed worked up that world-view into the terms of sophisticated liberal theory, until democratic internationalism was left, as in Marx's day, to the revolutionaries. Even organized liberal politics,
which in the 1950s meant Americans for Democratic Action (A.D.A.), saw much of American foreign policy as a series of "mistakes," unconnected to the nature of the American social system. The Third Camp socialists argued that in "riding along with the [U.S.] Administration" the A.D.A. were "doing precisely that
which the Stalinists need, if they are to capture the rest of the uncommitted world." For example, to drift along with Washington's support for Chiang Kai-Shek in Formosa was to help "alienate every democratic sentiment in the world and push . . . all uncommitted peoples into the arms of the Stalinists."31 This was
expressed in the liberal lexicon. "Internationalism" had come to mean the pursuit by American capitalism of its global interests, while proposals to reduce military expenditure and subsidies to Europe were "isolationism." Language was turned around until "liberal neo-internationalism turns out to mean essentially nothing
but the imperialist outlook."32 This collapse of liberal opposition to U.S. imperialism was demonstrated during the U.S. intervention in Guatemala in 1954. Labor Action was almost unique in its coverage of Guatemala in 1954, when not just the government but also liberal opinion and even some members of the
Socialist Party, refused to believe the CIA was engaged in a conspiracy to crush democracy. Labor Action set out the basic facts and drew out the lessons. There are no easy or direct parallels to U.S. interventions today but the methodology surely speaks to us. First, the episode proved the U.S. government could
not fight the Stalinists politically because it followed an imperialist policy economically:

The rug can be pulled from beneath Guatemalan Stalinism . . . only by removing the legitimate social issues on which it nourishes. As long as the U.S. dollar is the enemy of the people, the Stalinists can flourish -- or else they can be cut down by . . . brutal intervention . . .33

Second, liberal anti-Communism was in practice neither liberal nor did it help to defeat Stalinism. The New York Post, which supported the U.S. action on the grounds that Guatemala was "communist dominated," made the "basic error" of the liberal, failing to understand that:

while Stalinism grows on the brutality of imperialism -- and this is the lesson of our era which overshadows every other one without exception -- our liberals propose to support that imperialist brutality in the name of defeating Stalinism.34

Liberal support for U.S. anti-Communism only succeeded in "greasing the road for Stalinism" by educating the world that only communists support land-reform and anti- colonialism and by driving the democratic Guatemalan opposition into the arms of the Stalinists.35 The New York Times, said Draper, might well be

 



right in pointing out the crimes of Stalinism but it does so only in order to reconcile people to the crimes of capitalist-imperialism. When the liberal press supported the U.S. action and then urged that the U.S. should now go on to pursue land reform, Hal Draper was moved to ask, "how naive is the liberal allowed to
be?" Max Lerner's pieces about Guatemala were discussed as an illustration of the politics of "putting a liberal face on national chauvinism." Again, Lerner was right to criticize the Arbenz government's relationship with the CP, to highlight the danger of a Stalinist coup and to call on democrats in Guatemala to fight
against that outcome. But Lerner, absorbing the view of the U.S. as "overlord of the planet," accepted the U.S. right to intervene, casting himself as "the enlightened democratic thinker . . . gently teaching a backwoods politician about freedom." The imperialist liberal lacks the spine to propose intervention but "finds his
reasons to go along" once it starts, finding himself "marched along in the rear of the CIA muttering 'Dulles has blundered again.'"36 Draper traced how in the aftermath of such interventions, with the liberal cover no longer required, not one of the progressive measures the liberal spoke so eloquently for during the conflict
is ever implemented. Guatemala, for instance, saw the suspension of land reforms, the proliferation of concentration camps, the declaration of enlistment to the U.S. war camp, the disenfranchisement of three-quarters of the people as illiterate, and the suspension of the constitution. At this point the good liberal is left to
talk, still eloquently, of "mistakes," even "blunders," and certainly of individual "bad men." Draper confronts the liberal once again on the terrain of realism, asking, "Which then is in and of the real world: your whitewash of imperialism or our Third Camp approach to the defeat of Stalinism?"37

The wider political consequences of the failure to preserve ideological independence were explored in a prescient article by Draper in New Politics in 1962 called "The Ultra Right and the Liberals." The liberal reaction to the rise of the new right was to try and "giggle them out of existence," to deal with the threat from
the right "without taking up political ideas." In fact the liberal embrace of the world- view of successive Administrations had reinforced the shift in the center of gravity of the whole political structure to the right. The political vacuum on the left had "pull[ed] the new right out of the walls" as a reaction to the "Demo-
Republican" bipartisanship. Not the least powerful of the arguments against "political realism" was the fact that "the middle of the road in any given political situation is determined only by the active extremes." The B52 liberals failed to grasp that the middle of the road was "a mirage [which] must shift away from you as
you move toward it." When the left moves to the center the center moves to the right. The left can best stiffen the resolve of the liberal center by fighting for a radical political program and give the liberals "something they can happily water down."38

 

THE THIRD CAMP WAS NO NEUTRALIST "ONE-AND-A- HALF-CAMP" searching for "peaceful co-existence." While the capitalist states might reach a modus vivendi with a geographically confined Stalinism, the Third Camp believed in "'coexisting' with Stalinism in order to destroy it, not to appease it."39 But neutralism
was often the first step toward a Third Camp position. The two war-camps sought to recruit all countries, groups and movements and to the extent that they failed all-out war was less likely. So even while "passive, uncoordinated and not fully clarified," all resistance to the war-camps produced a "relaxation of the war
danger."40 Moreover, the hostility among both popular movements and some ruling classes to the prospect of being brought under the hegemony of the U.S. or Russia was often expressed in the form of neutralism in the 1950s.

There were two politically distinct forms of neutralism. As the inchoate instinct of the popular masses, it represented a "sound, healthy, progressive reaction" against both war camps and as such was a "long, strong step toward the conceptions and policies of Independent Socialism" with tremendous potential for further
development.41 But as an organized political movement neutralism was "confused, futile, reactionary." It sought to reconcile the war camps rather than fight them. It fostered illusions in the mirage of peaceful co-existence and appeased Stalinism. The ISL's propaganda for a democratic foreign policy was explicitly
directed "against the illusions and ambiguities of 'neutralism.'"42 To oppose organized neutralism and to "work up" popular neutralism into a consistent Third Camp position was "the main task of the Third Camp today," said the ISL in 1954. Organized neutralism urged the program of peaceful co-existence on the U.S.
government as all it could realistically be expected to carry out. Much of the post-war peace movement sought the stabilization of world politics via "Pax Russo-Americana," a negotiated division of the world between two reactionary imperialisms. Erich Fromm's Council of Correspondence was a case of neutralism
leading to the appeasement of the totalitarian Russian state. Fromm was for the recognition of East Germany for the same reason he was against German reunification, because "the existing power structure is a fact and Khrushchev, like any other leader of a powerful nation, could not keep his political position if he
surrendered any of Stalin's post-war gains."43 The Third Camp alternative to the war threat, acknowledged Hal Draper, "seems to scant the deep feeling that something has to be done now . . . and that there is simply no time to wait for transformations." His rejoinder, carried in New Politics 25 years ago, is worth
quoting in full, for it speaks to a left being urged once again to "be realistic" and back NATO military power:

What the Establishment needs to keep it restrained from military adventures even in the short run is in the first place, a militant and threatening left opposition in the country not clever advisors who can teach how to put a "peace" veneer on power politics. There has never been a peace movement in any
country that has been worth a damn as long as it is "respectable," that is, as long as it has seen its role as collaborating with the status quo, rather than building an opposition from below against the powers that be. That is the fundamental line of demarcation between the forces of revolutionary
transformation and the theoreticians of stabilization."44

In Europe, building the Third Camp meant counterpoising a socialist internationalism to NATO and projecting the goal of an Independent Western Union of the European States capable of waging warfare against Stalinism by "non-military political means." And, in 1951, the ISL looked to "the socialist and people's
movements of Asia" as "one of the largest reservoirs and organising grounds for the elements of the Third Camp of the people against the looming third world war."45 Independence in India, Burma and Indonesia, the tumult throughout the region, was of "world-historic importance." But these states and movements
faced the threat of absorption into one or other Cold War camp despite the mass sentiment for neutralism among the masses in Asia. The proposal for an Independent Federation for Asia aimed to avoid this. For while the native bourgeoisie forces had indeed been able to win independence, apparently refuting
Trotsky's theory of permanent revolution, this victory was due to the incapacity of the imperialist powers to maintain their control rather than any newly developed capacities on the part of native bourgeoisies which Trotsky had failed to detect. Consequently, winning independence from both war camps would require
the very agrarian and social revolution the native bourgeoisie could not deliver, and this was now the "concrete and contemporary meaning" of Trotsky's theory of permanent revolution.46 It is, said the Third Camp, "the socialists of Asia who can do what Nehru cannot do." The one-and-a-half- camp stood between the
two war-camps to reconcile them. The Third Camp waged war on both to defeat them. Neutralist governments such as India, Yugoslavia and Egypt often acted as apologists for both camps, "sowing illusions impartially about the intentions and nature" of both camps. Nehru, for example, defended Russia's invasion of
Hungary and voted against the UN resolution calling on Russian troops to be withdrawn from Hungary.47 The Third Camp differed from the Neutralists on the very meaning of "peace." The organized neutralists defined peace as co-existence between two rival imperialisms. The Third Camp said the road to peace lay
through social struggle against both rival imperialisms. Looking to forces such as the Algerian liberation fighters or the Polish rebels, the Third Camp socialists, "do not build any bridges between these combatants and their enemies."48

Neutralism also took the form of a demand for "World-Government." Third Camp socialists pointed out that for one hundred years the goal of world government has been at the heart of the socialist program for peace. Yet, ripped away from the rest of the socialist program, the demand for world government was
utopian and reactionary. Utopian because it traded on the illusion that wars were unfortunate misunderstandings which world government would end. In fact, as Draper put it in 1952, "at the heart of world politics lies the contradiction between the essential interdependence of the world economy and the
compartmentalization of the planet among competing national states."49 It is the efforts of each rival ruling class to integrate the world politically, as an economic necessity, which leads to war. Reactionary because it sustained the illusion in the social nature of the two superpowers, neither of whom would embrace world
government unless it was a cover for their own hegemony.

To take one's stand on the slogan "Neither Washington Nor Moscow But the Third Camp of Independent Socialism!," to retain a revolutionary hostility to both war camps, to support a democratic foreign policy and political warfare, and to refuse all illusions in neutralism or world government was a lonely political
perspective in the years of Cold War, and the WP-ISL found it impossible to maintain a Third Camp organization. The vast majority of the left never tried, preferring to look up to The Powers That Be, and gave critical support to either Washington or Moscow as the lesser evil.

Washington as Lesser Evil

Did you learn to dream in the morning
Abandon dreams in the afternoon
Wait without hope in the evening?

-- Ewan McColl, Ballad of Accounting

THE THIRD CAMP SUPPORTER FACED THE BARBARIC REALITY OF STALINISM in a way others did not. Out of reach to the Third Camp socialist were the knowing complicities of a Lillian Hellman or a Bertold Brecht, the pseudo-realism of the neutralist Erich Fromm, the moral illiteracy of a Jean Paul Sartre who urged
silence about the Gulag lest it "demoralize the French proletariat." Unavailable were the Trotskyist dogmas about the progressive "workers states" or Unfolding World Revolutions, or the Historic Rationalizations for Stalinism as a Proletarian Bonapartism, issued regularly from Isaac Deutscher's watchtower. No, the
view from the Third Camp was sobering indeed. It really was an evil empire. Stalinism was expansionist, and did put liberty and working class organization to the sword wherever it triumphed. Peaceful co-existence was a utopia and the self-reform of the bureaucracy was impossible. Possessed of this truth -- and
who can deny that History has shown all of this to be so as against all those fantasies -- yet politically isolated, with minuscule forces, and reduced for so long to making propaganda for a Third Camp rather than merging their ideas with real social forces of the Third Camp, is it really so surprising that so many drifted
politically toward Washington?

Most telling were the twin pressures of "Stalinophobia" and disillusion with the prospects for revolutionary socialism. Stalinophobia did not mean being "too anti- Stalinist" but being "led by your laudable hatred of Stalinism to sacrifice other political considerations on its altar."50 Once Stalinophobia was combined with a
loss of hope in the socialist movement then the monster of Stalinism could only be met, "realistically," by the power of the other war camp, the lesser-evil. At this point other ideas long held, such that capitalism was "the very ground on which Stalinism feeds," lost all force and were quietly shelved. Julius Jacobson
pointed out that the theory of bureaucratic collectivism -- that Russian type societies were neither capitalist nor socialist but a new form of exploitative class society -- precisely because it faced up to the realities of Stalinism, could indeed "become a rationalisation for support of utterly reactionary societies" once it is
uncoupled from a belief in the political viability of the Third Camp.51 For such reasons did Max Shachtman, who founded the Third Camp, and who once boasted he would support American imperialism only when hairs grew on the palms of his hand, end up, as Dave McReynolds recalled, "telling the kids to
shut up about Vietnam."52 Herman Benson, a leader of the WP-ISL in the auto industry, interviewed in 1989, stands for a whole swathe of Third Campists who turned to American military power as the viable counterweight to Stalinism:

When you lose that core [the revolutionary working class -- AJ] you begin to look around for substitutes, the closest thing to it, some physical power that will protect your democracy . . . and that power is the United States. And in the real world as we exist the power of the United States is generally on
the side of freedom and the power of Russia is generally on the side of dictatorship. What's the problem? That's Shachtman's position and I'm not unsympathetic with that view.53

The "loss of that core" was the leitmotif of the ex-Third Camp socialist. Sidney Hook concluded the Third Camp, "was a pose that could not be sustained in the face of the obvious realities of working-class indifference to the old and tired Marxist dogma."54 Manny Geltman recalls that when he left the ISL he thought
that "the Third Camp idea . . . just didn't seem to make sense any more."55 Geltman followed the lead of Irving Howe and Stanley Plastrick who left the ISL in 1952. Their resignation letter accused those who continued to adhere to a Third Camp position, such as Hal Draper and Julius Jacobson, of indulging in "the
psychology of the saving remnant" on "some isle of rectitude more of less equidistant from both sides." Embracing the same "realism" Trotsky stood for in 1939, though reversing Trotsky's choice of lesser evil, they now wrote:

The "Third camp" concept now seems to us meaningless, a fetish. There are not available, at the present juncture, those historical energies which alone could activate a Third Camp -- and as the slogan drags along in ISL propaganda it has no particular relation to the shift of events. It takes on a life of its
own detached from the realities of European or American politics.56

What does the partisan of the Third Camp do when there is no Third Camp? Hook self-consciously adopted the politics of lesser-evilism. He endorsed the paper, "Two Methods of Action," presented by Arthur Koestler to the Congress of Cultural Freedom in Berlin in June 1950. Hook recounts its basic thesis: "at
certain times and in respect to certain crucial issues, instead of saying 'neither-nor' and looking for viable alternatives, we must recognize an 'either-or' and take one stand or the other." Hook called these "dilemmatic situations" and saw the threat of Stalinist totalitarianism as one such. Superseding the conflict between
capitalism and socialism, was "the overriding problem of our age and culture -- the nature of political freedom and of the threats to its existence."57 In 1948 the novelist, revolutionary socialist and contributor to New International, James T. Farrell wrote to Albert Goldman that "The simple and blunt fact of the matter
is that nothing stands in the way of the Stalinization of Europe but American power." The Third Camp, concluded Farrell, simply lacked a "sufficient fighting force with which to meet Stalinism."58 Irving Howe became convinced that "as democratic socialists our place is in the Western world, the democratic world." The
struggle of the West against Stalinism was not just for spoils, but was a struggle "between two ways of living: between democracy, however marred, and the most bestial totalitarianism ever known." In this battle, "the whole heritage of civilization is at stake." In his political memoir, A Margin of Hope, Howe recalled
that in the late 1940s and early 1950s the fear of World War Three was real and warranted and that, unlike the fantasists and apologists, the Third Camp partisan knew that "wherever Stalinism conquered, freedom vanished." Once you gave up on the working class it was necessary to lay down "real barriers -- power,
money, politics -- not just articles in intellectual journals."59 Looking back many years later Howe summed up the entire problem accurately: "'Third camp' has meaning, I think, only if you believe in a revolutionary perspective."60

 

THE SADDEST OF THE INTERNAL BATTLES OF THE THIRD CAMP took place in 1956 when a political and ultimately a legal controversy broke out between the U.S. Third Camp and the Italian novelist and socialist Ignazio Silone. Silone had been one of Europe's best known partisans of the Third Camp but his
statement, "My Political Faith," in 1956, announced his critical support for the western war camp. The exchanges which followed between Hal Draper, for Labor Action, and Silone, rehearsed the agonizing choices socialists made in these years.61 Silone argued the job of socialists was to struggle for peace from a
position within the western military alliance, acting as a pressure for that alliance to be "democratic" and "purely defensive." Draper's response was to point out that imperialism can never be like that, that imperialism cannot politically fight totalitarianism, and that critical support for western imperialism is an abandonment
of socialism as self-emancipation. Draper reminded Silone of his own 1939 interview with Clement Greenberg when he had spoken of the necessity of absolute political independence for socialists, even in the face of conflicts between bourgeois democracy and totalitarianism. Then, Silone had said:

When the socialists, with the best possible anti-fascist intentions, renounce their own program, put their own theories in moth balls, and accept the negative positions of conservative democracy, they think they are doing their bit in the struggle to crush fascism. Actually they leave to fascism the distinction of
alone daring to bring forward in public certain problems thus driving into the fascists arms thousands of workers who will not accept the status quo.62

Draper points out that this is exactly the basis of the mass sentiment for the other totalitarian force, the Communist Parties of France and Italy, today. It is not a question of denying the superiority of capitalist democracy over totalitarianism. The Third Camp has nothing to do with that kind of moral and political
insensibility. It is, rather, a question of refusing to draw the conclusion that political or military support is due to capitalist states. First, because socialism, a progressive anti-capitalist alternative, is possible now. Second, because, "[a]s long as and in proportion that the enemies of Stalinism base themselves on support of
the capitalist alternative, Stalinism is bound to grow stronger and stronger."63 Silone wanted to defend human values and saw no alternative but to embrace, critically, the capitalist-imperialist west. But Draper asks, "what experience of recent life or history has persuaded you that this is where the bastions of human
values are to be best defended?" The "escape to freedom" has no short cuts. There is no realistic alternative to the long haul of "seeking, finding and pursuing the revolutionary and democratic socialist way out of the shambles that has been made of this world by rival exploiters."64 Silone replied to Draper in abusive
terms, mocking "little exasperated epigones of Lenin and Trotsky" and accused Draper of slandering Sidney Hook and the Italian Congress of Cultural Freedom.65 More seriously, Silone drew an analogy between the threat of Stalinism and the threat of Hitler. Both, if victorious, would have buried all political activity.
To obstruct the fight against either, therefore, amounted to "collective suicide" and justified critical support for the enemy of both. In his rejoinder Draper accepted that bourgeois democracy and fascism could not be equated, and agreed the question was how best to fight totalitarian Stalinism. But just for that reason
the independent Third Camp position should not be submerged for Stalinism "is able to win victories only insofar as it can convince its victims that the only realistic alternative to its own rule is the continued rule of the old discredited system of capitalism." But Silone was beyond reach. He had arrived at the same place
as Koestler, Hook and Howe where "either-or" replaces "neither-nor."

Max Shachtman himself, in many ways the founding figure of the Third Camp, ended up at "either-or" during the Bay of Pigs invasion of 1961 when he made the case for the victory of the counter-revolutionary invasion.66 Shachtman was, said Draper, like the "sidewalk barker [who] pulls out the snake-oil while your
head is still bobbing." A denunciation of Stalinism, in other words, was presented as if it were a justification of support for the invasion. The method, Draper pointed out, would have meant support for the U.S. in Korea, and was a "small working model" for support for the West in the war. Shachtman's method was to
ignore the brute fact of the imperialist control over the invading force and to present them as a liberation movement because some trade unionists were involved, and to argue that liberation movements had every right to take arms from where they could. Draper points out it was not the "jejeune issue of take- arms-or-
not" which mattered but the question of self-determination and "independence from imperialism," and this "Shachtman has abandoned."67 Draper reminded Shachtman that, whether in Spain or in Hungary, "We do not call upon our own imperialist government to send arms because we have no confidence in the
progressiveness of its motives, its execution, its consequences, its politics."68 Second, with some prescience, he reminded Shachtman that in supporting the invasion he was repeating the same old self-destroying foreign policy of the Cold War and would push Castro to Stalinism. A democratic foreign policy for Cuba,
Draper wrote during the missile crisis, would involve a commitment not to invade, the cessation of all arm- twisting and coercion, economic aid not sanctions, measures aimed to "drive a wedge between the Cuban people . . . and Moscow." But it was "pipedreaming" to expect JFK to pursue such political warfare for
"The American Party Line mind is incapable of a democratic political offensive against the Communist power." A democratic foreign policy, as ever, would require a "different America."69

 

BUT, IF STALINISM WAS WINNING THE COLD WAR, according to the WP-ISL, how are we to explain its collapse in 1989? First, one can find in the writings of the Third Camp a clear analysis of the wracking contradictions of Stalinist society which were to lead to its stagnation and implosion. The Third Camp never
viewed Stalinism as a progressive social system but as a "neo- barbaric relapse which feeds on the decay of capitalism as long as the working class has not unleashed its own forces to abolish it in favor of a real workers democracy."70 The fundamental contradiction peculiar to Stalinist society, Draper argued, derived
from the absence of democracy in a statified society. This ensured a contradiction between the necessity of planning (the only other possible economic regulator, the capitalist market, having been abolished), and the impossibility of planning (the only possible basis of planning, democracy, having been abolished). I
think that for Draper this was the "law of motion," the "dynamic" of the bureaucratic collectivist society: the repeated and doomed efforts of the ruling class to resolve the contradiction between planning and totalitarianism. The attempt to regulate a modern industrial economy by ukase produced only the "galloping
disease" of chaos, of the "fantastic botches, gnarls, snags, wastes and snafus" as Draper put it.71 Only able to fight the disease of bureaucratism with more bureaucratic controls, production was kept up, for a time, by a combination of "fantastic expenditures of human labor, enslaved or virtually enslaved" and the looting
and robbing of dependent satellites. Eventually these contradictions were too great and pressure of competition from the capitalist states was too pressing. Draper wrote, in 1967:

To denominate Stalinism as a social system does not confer on it any determinate lease of life, nor any historical era of existence. History does not give social systems any uniform term ( . . . ) Unlike any previous system, bureaucratic collectivism had hardly appeared on the scene before it was shaken by
economic and political convulsions. The revolution against Stalinism did not have to remain a vision for a couple of hundred years, as was true of the revolution against capitalism. It appeared in life a little more than a couple of decades -- in Budapest, in East Germany, in Poland at least. (Draper, 144)

Analogies are always dangerous but one suggests itself here. The autonomized state of the 18th and 19th century eventually underwent what Draper calls a "social fusion" with the rising bourgeois economic power.72 And Georg Lukacs observed, about pre-capitalist societies, that despite the juridical fusion of
economics and politics in such societies it was the "subterranean 'unconscious' economic development" which eventually "destroys the unity of the juridical form."73 Can the 1989 revolutions be understood in these terms as a form of "social fusion" of the Stalinist ruling classes with world capitalism under the intense
pressure of "unconscious" global economic development which eventually destroyed the "juridical form" of bureaucratic collectivism? And if 1989 is to be viewed in that way, does it not place a question mark over the Third Camp view -- inherited from Trotsky, I think -- that capitalism as a mode of production was
definitively finished, that collectivism was, as Shachtman said, "the only means whereby the means of production can be expanded" and so on? Was it not the dynamism of capitalism, its unanticipated recuperative powers, that saw off Stalinism and forced the messy "social fusion" of the Nomenklatura with world
capitalism, which has necessarily destroyed the juridical form of the Stalinist societies?

Moscow as Lesser Evil

THE RESULT OF TROTSKY'S "WORKERS STATE" THEORY and his notion of "proletarian economy" was that orthodox Trotskyists thereafter were left trying to reason within the terms of Trotsky's prior revolt against reason. They would project locums within locums endowing these with the qualities of the revolutionary
proletariat. During and after World War II the Socialist Workers Party used Trotsky's theory of "proletarian economy" as a political compass with disastrous results. On September 12, 1942, readers of the Militant were told that in the Soviet Union, "factories, mines, mills, railroads, workshops belong to those who
work them. The soil belongs to those who till it." On February 6, 1943, that "the self-sacrificing Russian workers were producing under socialist methods." On February 27, 1943, Felix Morrow argued that "The Red Army is fighting for a socialist Europe as well as a socialist Russia."74 Throughout 1944 the SWP

 



theoretician John G. Wright, in the pages of the Militant, mapped a two camps view of the world in which the role of socialists was to be loyal critics of the progressive, objectively revolutionary camp of Stalinism. Stalinism was redefined as the blunt instrument of an Unfolding Historical Process. The post-Trotsky
Trotskyists rediscovered the role vacated by the German dissident Communist Heinrich Brandler in the 1930s, the loyal critic of the bureaucracy. Max Shachtman was moved to comment that "the very fountainhead of Stalinist fiction is the official position of the SWP" in which "the appointment of slave-drivers over
industry by the GPU equals . . . the proletarian revolution."75 The accuracy of Shachtman's apparently harsh judgment can be seen by an examination of Michael Löwy's account of the "proletarian socialist revolutions" of Tito, Mao and Ho. Löwy saw not Stalinist formations, embryos of the new exploitative ruling
class, but, fantastically, parties which "acted as 'representatives' of the proletariat," nothing less than "the political and programmatic expression of the proletariat by virtue of their adherence to the historical interests of the working class (abolition of capitalism etc.)," parties whose "ideologies were proletarian."76 Hal
Draper wrote in April 1948, in New International, that the orthodox Trotskyist, "who continues to claim that the Communist Party is a working-class party in spite of all for the reason that it directs its appeal to the working class or that it uses the working class as a base of operations" might be reminded of the lines
from The Communist Manifesto in which Marx pours scorn on "feudal socialism" in which the Aristocracy "in order to rally the people to save them waves a proletarian alms bag in front of a banner."

Marx fully expected the proletariat to look past the alms bag, and seeing "on their hindquarters the old feudal coat of alms" desert "with loud and irreverent laughter."77 The tragedy of texts like Löwy's is that the bureaucracy's "proletarian alms bag" is theorized as "the political and programmatic expression of the
proletariat" and not from ignorance but from a position of full knowledge of the barbarities written across its "hindquarters." Ernest Mandel for twenty years defined Mao's China as a "workers state" with no qualifications, argued that "the Chinese Communist Party . . . was striving to destroy capitalism and therefore
represented a fundamentally proletarian social force."78 That it was also responsible for some of the worst barbarities of the 20th century such as the famine of 1958-1962 in which 30 million perished and a Gulag in some ways worse than Russia's was, for Mandel, not decisive. That it nationalized property was. Even
Pol Pot's Kampuchea Mandel designated a workers state. Perry Anderson theorized the workers-state- as-barbarism, arguing, "The iron dictatorship exercised by the Stalinist police administrative apparatus over the Soviet proletariat was not incompatible with the preservation of the proletarian nature of the
state itself -- any more than . . . the fascist dictatorship exercised over the bourgeois class were with the preservation of the nature of the capitalist state" (emphasis added).79Alan Woods, theoretician of the Militant Tendency, defending the Russian invasion of Afghanistan, could bracket out the national rights of the
Afghans and the necessarily totalitarian dictatorship brought by the invaders, because, decisively, "the Russian bureaucracy is defending new, fundamentally progressive, social relations," i.e. nationalized property.80

From this perspective the idea of a Third Camp is dismissed as, once more, "illusory . . . in the face of the real world of political struggle by the late 1950s."81 Alan Wald argues that as independent nationalist movements were intertwined with Stalinism in the post-war world, the ISL demand that they "refuse assistance
from their only available ally" was "unrealistic." But the Third Camp position was not that practical assistance be refused from any source, but rather that political independence should be maintained. This political independence was lost by the Fourth International definitively from 1948 when it engaged in what Natalia
Trotsky called an "inexcusable idealization of the Titoist bureaucracy."82 The dispute between anti-Stalinist Marxists about the Third Camp turns upon a prior assessment of the class nature of the Soviet Union. Wald designates the Soviet Union as an "ally" of revolutionary movements, and maintains that the Soviet
Union played an "important role" in the war because of the "economic and social advances that had occurred in the Soviet Union since Stalin's triumph."83 He feels the Stalinists proved in Eastern Europe and China and Cuba and Vietnam that they could create post-capitalist societies, progressive as against capitalism,
to be supported against capitalism, albeit with "bureaucratic deformations." This recalls Trotsky's pre-1933 reform perspective.84 Looking at the same events the Third Camp saw a brutal imperialism engaged in exploiting revolutionary movements through political warfare and militarized Stalinist formations crystallizing
into exploitative bureaucratic collectivist ruling classes.

 

THE PERSISTENT ILLUSION OF THE DEUTSCHERITE TRADITION was that the road to socialism lay through the self-reform of the Stalinist Bureaucracy. This illusion often led its believers to side with that Bureaucracy against unpredictable popular revolt from below, as with Deutscher's opposition to the East Berlin
workers in 1953. The illusion burnt bright till the bitter end among many orthodox Trotskyists influenced by Deutscher. The post-war orthodox Trotskyists were actually Deutscherites, hankering after Trotsky's pre-1933 perspective that a Workers Russia could be reformed. Tariq Ali, who proudly claims to have been
formed politically by "Isaac Deutscher, Leon Trotsky and Ernest Mandel (in that order)" dedicated his 1988 book, Revolution From Above to Boris Yeltsin, and claimed to have heard in Gorbachev no less than "the authentic voice of the cantankerous man in the British museum . . . echoing in the chambers of the
Kremlin."85 The Third Camp, by contrast, understood that as the economic power of the Stalinist ruling class resided in its political monopoly, then "even such measures of popular political control as are possible under capitalism" were impossible as these would disintegrate the economic power of the ruling class.
Capitalism, because of its disjunction between economic base and political superstructure, could exist with different political state forms, but Bureaucratic Collectivist society could not since, as Shachtman pointed out, "the introduction of political democracy of any meaningful sort automatically means the dissolution of
economic exploitation." The political form of bureaucratic collectivism, said Draper, "is necessarily not only that of a dictatorship but also totalitarian (i.e. intolerant of any and all independent centers of power in the country) and not only oppressive but terroristic."86 Through the prism of its juridical illusion the orthodox
Trotskyists saw anti-capitalism as progressive in and of itself, and as congealed in nationalized property. It was natural, therefore, to look to reform currents in the bureaucracy to bring into line a socialist base with an inappropriate political superstructure.

Such politically corrosive illusions were impossible for the adherent of bureaucratic collectivism as she rejected the idea at the heart of Trotsky's theory, that the bureaucracy was in wracking contradiction with the "proletarian economy," i.e. the nationalized property. This notion was, fantastically, retained by the
orthodox even after the creation by Stalinist forces over a large part of the globe of replica "proletarian economy." In fact, as Draper made clear, "The police state is the superstructure that is not only appropriate to but required by an economy based on nationalized property owned by a bureaucratic class."87 The
specific contradictions of bureaucratic collectivist society were shown to produce these illusory hopes in the "reforming bureaucracy." Draper pointed out that the bureaucracy was repeatedly forced to try and resolve the economic contradictions of totalitarianism through a "cycle of repression and relaxation." The
bureaucracy tries to "escape the discipline of centralised authority" by liberalization, producing both the wave of illusion in its self-reforming capacity and the very popular energies which erode its own political and hence economic monopoly. The cycle is completed when the bureaucracy "finds it needs the whip for its
own good."88

The Third Camp After Stalinism

IN 1958 A VARIETY OF THIRD CAMP GROUPS, INCLUDING THE WP-ISL signed a statement titled "Stalinism is not Socialism!" But Hal Draper discovered that whether he looked at the educational dictatorships proposed by Babeuf, Buonarroti, Blanqui or Bakunin, the elitism of Saint-Simon, Lasalle or Bellamy, the
philanthropy of Owen, Fourier or Cabet, the plannism of the Webbs, or the statism of Bernstein, it turned out that Stalinism had a strong claim to represent the dominant "soul" of socialism: collectivism without democracy. Socialism from below, he argued, was limited to a handful of figures such as the founders Karl
Marx, the "democratic extremist," and Friedrich Engels, William Morris, Rosa Luxemburg, Eugene Debs, and, until the counter-revolution, the Bolshevik tradition. Such marginality has a social cause. Before the rise of the working class only the Octroyal principle -- the handing down of changes from above -- was
imaginable, though there was a tradition of magnificent anticipators of the principle of self-emancipation such as Thomas Munzer, the leader of the revolutionary wing of the German Reformation and Gerrard Winstanley, the 17th century English revolutionary. Even in the epoch of the working class, non-revolutionary
periods predominate when hopes for social change are dominated by Looking Up to The Powers That Be. The post-war world was dominated by two truly gargantuan Powers That Be, headquartered in Washington and Moscow, bestriding the globe like two colossi. The marginalized and dissident tradition of
Independent Socialism in the U.S.A. steered a course between each by the creative development, in the conditions of its own time, of the historic alternative to the octroyal principle: self-emancipation and democratic internationalism. It would be false to claim that they were able to do more than make propaganda for
the Third Camp, to renovate key theoretical ideas and provide a "fixed firm point" for a contemporary democratic internationalism. It was impossible to win popular social forces in this period. But we have much to learn from this history. In particular we can learn from the method of the Third Camp in our efforts to
develop a democratic internationalism in the post-Cold War world.

The collapse of the Stalinist bloc has produced a "fluid world" in which "regional powers are more likely to take risks," the U.S. and its allies are relatively unconstrained in the brutality of their interventions to contain and defeat any attempt at regional expansion by sub-imperialist powers,89 and the implosion of multi-
ethnic Stalinist states has unleashed a wave of nationalist struggles, often led by elites seeking to protect their privileges and derail worker solidarity amid economic turmoil. The sub-imperialisms are fully independent capitalist states. Many aspire to, or already exercise, a sub- imperialist role in their own region. But
their political independence cannot, of course, win them economic independence in a global capitalist economy. Hierarchical relationships between competing capitalist states are inevitable and these have never been a reason for socialists to call on the working class to support the weaker capitalist state against the
stronger in the wars which result. Such conflicts were largely "frozen" in the Cold War as each side submitted to the hegemony of the bloc leader, the U.S. or Russia. In the post-Communist world, sub-imperialisms are indeed taking risks and engaging in wars of competitive expansion as each tries to dominate
neighbors, or even its region, as in Iraq's invasion of Kuwait, while ethnic nationalisms frozen during the Cold War are being rediscovered, often cynically by elites seeking to carve out, by ethnic cleansing and war, new nation states, as in the former Yugoslavia. In these wars the U.S. will intervene to contain the conflict,
and to preserve and extend its own overarching hegemony within the capitalist state system. U.S. policy may be to stop any one sub-imperialism gaining a decisive advantage in a region, witness U.S. policy throughout the Iran-Iraq war, or to stop any sub-imperialism getting out of control and asserting its own
independent interests without regard to Washington, as in the Gulf War of 1991. Such interventions are also used to pursue U.S. hegemony in Europe by establishing European reliance upon NATO and NATO hegemony globally.

In these post-Communist conflicts the Third Camp is established by a reasoned refusal of critical support for either anti-working class camp. Socialists oppose the camp of U.S. imperialism and the camp of semi-imperialist thugs such as Saddam Hussein or ethnic cleansers like Slobodan Milosevic pursuing his Greater
Serbia over the bodies of the Kosovar people. But, just as in the Cold War-period this is not a politics of neutrality. The purpose of this double rejection is to clear the political space in which a positive alternative to both can be mapped: the Third Camp of Independent Socialism.

 

FIRST, THE THIRD CAMP WILL TODAY REFUSE CRITICAL SUPPORT to the likes of Saddam on the grounds that he is an "objective anti-imperialist" when his sub-imperial ambitions collide with the U.S. This truly tragic mistake involves treating economic inequalities between weaker and stronger capitals as a kind of
proxy for the question of national self-determination. To do so is to invert the error made by Rosa Luxemburg. Lenin criticized Luxemburg for concluding from the impossibility of small nations being economically independent that the question of their political self-determination was irrelevant. The contemporary
inversion of that error is to see in the economic dependence of politically independent sub- imperialist nations a ground for ascribing progressive and anti-imperialist qualities to their conflicts with the U.S.

There is absolutely no analogy to be drawn between the revolutionary nationalist struggles and wars of national liberation which Lenin urged socialists to support and wars between the U.S. and the sub-imperialist powers such as Iraq. Self-determination, said Lenin, "cannot, from a historico-economic point of view,
have any other meaning than political self-determination, state independence, and the formation of a national state."90 There is no analogy between struggles for these ends and the efforts of sub-imperialist predators to expand their military might, territory and economic power. Lenin urged the working class to preserve
its political independence but to support wars of national liberation because the workers had an interest in the positive political content of such wars: national self-determination, the clearing of the decks for the free development of the class struggle.

Once socialists eliminate the question of national self-determination then the road is clear to call upon the working class to forget its independent stance and take the side of every sub-imperialist dictator who ends up in a war with the U.S., or with a competitor sub-imperialism backed, for its own selfish strategic
reasons, for now, by the U.S. Such conflicts do not involve questions of national liberation and political independence. The working class has no positive interest in these wars. The politics of which such wars are a continuation are reactionary on both sides. For socialists to side with the weaker power, and to call on
the working class to fight and die in these wars, amounts to a loss of working class political independence, a submerging of the "firm fixed point" of the Third Camp.

To call such wars "anti-imperialist" is meaningless. "Anti-imperialism" today can only rationally mean national liberation. And the only rational meaning "anti- imperialism" can have in politically independent sub-imperialisms like Iran, Iraq, and Argentina is working class struggle against the native ruling class and the
international capitalist system it stands in and for. The post Communist world cannot be reduced to a manichean struggle between "Imperialism" and "Anti-Imperialism." There is no "anti- imperialist camp" in which the working class merges its forces with General Galtieri, the Mullahs of Iran, the Serb chauvinism of
Slobodan Milosevic or Islamic fundamentalist forces. The latter, especially, can indeed become a magnet for the poor and oppressed, as a reaction to Great Power imperialism, but so, in its day, could Stalinism. Socialists cancel themselves out if they support such forces in wars with the major powers when no
question of national self-determination is involved. Revolutionary politics involves more than just putting a plus sign where the U.S. State Department puts a negative, to paraphrase Trotsky.

The idea that when a brutal sub-imperialist power such as Saddam Hussein's Iraq "takes risks" to advance its own power and revenues by invading a weaker bordering country, then socialists are obliged to call upon the working class to side with and support militarily that sub-imperialism, to be for its war, to die in its
war, to kill in its war, is a long way from Lenin's approach. To confuse the national liberation struggles of yesterday with the sub-imperialist expansionary wars of today is fatal for the ability of socialists to fight for the political independence of the working class. The dangers were illustrated in the Iran-Iraq war. When
the U.S. began to side with Iraq in the later stages of the war, helping to defeat Iran, some socialists argued that Iran's war was an "anti- imperialist" war and should be continued to victory. But this was a war which had been fought with human waves which matched the barbarism of the Somme. 100,000 were
slaughtered in two futile attempts to take Basra. Chemical gas turned Kurdish villages into ghost towns. $35 billion of missiles and bombs rained down on Iraqi and Iranian workers. One million were killed. State militarization was entrenched and internal repression heightened on both sides. The politics of which this
barbaric war was a continuation were clear: the war was being fought, on both sides, for the interests of the sub-imperialist Iranian and Iraqi ruling classes. Workers on both sides had no interest in its bloody continuation. In fact, as the socialist writer Mayam Poya pointed out, "The counter-revolution was pushed
forward under the guise of Khomeni's phony anti- imperialism and consolidated with the development of the Gulf War . . . The war . . . provided the perfect cover for the regimes wiping out of any remnants of left-wing opposition."91

If "anti-imperialism" is defined as whatever, at any given moment, is in conflict with the U.S., then one's politics are defined negatively, but decisively, by the actions of the U.S. An independent working class judgement on events is impossible. Moreover, a socialist policy toward a war between two sub-imperialisms
will be blown about with every tilt in U.S. containment strategy, and socialists end up rather like those leaves imagined by Wittgenstein which say, "Now I'll go this way . . . now I'll go that way" as the wind blows them. In fact the American raid deployment force had been in the Gulf from the start. The U.S. had armed
Iran to the tune of $2.5 billion as well as arming Iraq. Indeed, in 1987 the U.S. increased Iran's military advantage over Iraq by funnelling arms through Israel. So, when the U.S. sent warships to the Gulf to prevent an Iranian victory this was a continuation of its policy of containment: avoiding a clear winner and a
dominant regional power.

 

A PARALLEL REACTION AMONG MANY ON THE LEFT -- the so-called B52 Liberals or Stealth Socialists -- has been to look to the military power of the United States and NATO to police the globe in defense of human rights. This reaction is a reprise of the A.D.A. of the 1950s which, after condemning the latest
"mistake" in U.S. foreign policy, would then call on the U.S. government to lead a social revolution in Asia. Hal Draper's reaction at the time -- "How naive is a liberal allowed to be?" -- must be ours today. The Third Camp will continue to be defined by the refusal, when resisting one reactionary social force, to place
reliance upon another reactionary social force as a lesser evil. At the ISL 1957 convention, when Max Shachtman called for the U.S. to arm the Hungarian revolutionists, Draper led the successful opposition and wrote of the political meaning of the debate:

In brief, the point is not our attitude toward the revolution, but our attitude toward our own imperialist government. We cannot take political responsibility for any military intervention by this government, and therefore cannot raise as a demand that which we cannot support.92

The Third Camp during the Cold War indicted the A-Bomb as the enemy of the anti- Stalinist revolt and posed a democratic foreign policy and political warfare as the alternative. Today that approach means opposition to NATO bombing so that the Serbian people can oust Milosevic. NATO military power has
damaged the political opposition to Milosevic. The veteran BBC correspondent, John Simpson, has been bullied by Tony Blair's spin doctor, Alistair Campbell, for telling some old Third Camp truths such as, "Every bomb that lands here strengthens Mr Milosevic." Simpson reported that the angriest Serbs are "the
young twenty-somethings who speak English, admire Britain and the U.S., and have demonstrated against Milosevic in the past. They now feel utterly betrayed." Supporting NATO strengthens the efforts of the United States to extend its global hegemony often in the most barbaric forms. In its bombing campaign in
Serbia NATO is using bombs tipped with depleted uranium (DU). The International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) says if 50 tons of DU dust were released in Iraq it would kill half a million people of cancer. Perhaps as much as 700-900 tons of DU were used by NATO in the Gulf War. Leukemia has increased
seven-fold in Iraq. Iraqi children have been born without eyes, limbs, genitalia. Felicity Arbuthnot, a journalist who has documented the effects of the DU in Iraq has written of "an epidemic of birth defects and cancers." The Third Camp critique of calls for "World Government," ripped out of the wider socialist
program, remain valid today as a critique of widespread illusions about the United Nations. The task of socialists is not to indulge the fantasy that the UN is some kind of world-government in the making but to expose the hegemony of the Great Powers over it. Indeed the warning issued by the Third Camp in an earlier
period, that the U.S. would only support that "world government" over which it exercised hegemony is, in the post-Communist world, of immediate and practical importance.

The Third Camp Today

DESPITE THE MANY DIFFERENCES BETWEEN THE TWO POSITIONS we have examined, those who support expansionary sub- imperialisms as "objectively anti-imperialist," and those who support U.S. imperialism and NATO as a bulwark of human rights employ a similar method. Both grant an objectively progressive
role to reactionary forces, develop a defensism on that basis, and, consequently, lose the "firm fixed point" of the Third Camp: the political independence of the working class. The method was summed up by Hal Draper in the following terms: "our position on a given war is based on our analysis of the social and
political character of the contestants, not on what they may do or how they may act, but on what they are." Draper characterized this as "the methodology of pro-war socialism," leading socialists to support any and every country in conflict with Stalinist totalitarianism because the latter was viewed as "such an
overriding danger to all things good that any power that counters it must be supported."93 Is this not exactly the method which today leads some socialists to support the wars of sub-imperialist tyrants on the grounds that U.S. Imperialism is the "overriding danger"? The Third Camp was born resisting this pro-war
method in 1939-40. Though Russia's invasions of Poland and Finland were a continuation of a reactionary political policy the Trotskyists supported Russia because it was supposedly socially preferable to its enemies. The alleged social nature of the regime was decisive for them. Draper regularly employed the
following bald summary of the Third Camp methodology on the war question: "War is the continuation of politics by other, forceful, means. Our position on a concrete war is based on our position toward the politics of which it is the continuation."94 A concrete analysis of those politics will certainly take into account the
social nature of the regime as one of the data and as establishing the boundaries of possibilities. The concrete analysis will determine which of these possibilities are present in this war and will be shaped by two overriding considerations, consistent political democracy and self-emancipation.

 

THE RIGHT OF NATIONS TO SELF-DETERMINATION IS PART AND PARCEL of the right of peoples to decide their own destiny. It is the external counterpart for the internal demand for democratic government and self- control. It is, as Dabat and Lorenzano put it, "a political claim of a democratic character which has
nothing to do with economic or cultural nationalism"95 and it is as such that it remains an essential component of any Third Camp program. But the right to self-determination is meaningless without the right to secession and the right to armed self-defense. Lenin was clear that "when national oppression and national
freedom make joint life absolutely intolerable [then] . . . .the interests of . . . the class struggle will be best served by secession."96 Lenin, of course, favored a free union between states in a socialist federation but reminded all socialists that, "a free union is a lying phrase without the right to secession."97 Moreover, the
fact that Third Camp socialists refuse all reliance upon U.S. or British governments does not effect at all the right of an oppressed and resisting people, fighting for their liberation, to get arms where they can.

If socialists follow Trotsky's dictum that the oppressed are "not only the object but also the subject of politics," then they cannot oppose the arming of, for instance, the Kosovan resistance to Milosevic. For if the Kosovars are not to rely on NATO then the practical alternative is to rely upon themselves and to call upon
their fellow workers in Serbia to defend the Kosovan right to self-defense and secession. And, to paraphrase Marx about English workers and the question of Irish independence, if the Serbian workers remain "tied to the leading strings" of Milosevic on the question of Kosovo then they will "never be able to do
anything." While NATO bombing pushes all Serbs into the national front headed by Milosevic, a democratic foreign policy would aid the breaking of these strings by working with and strengthening the wide range of Serb opposition, trade union and civil society groups who issued an Appeal on April 6, 1999,
emphasizing that "we have always raised our voices against the repression of the Kosovo Albanians" but that "NATO military intervention has undermined the results we have achieved." To take their emancipation into their own hands is the Kosovars's only alternative to NATO's subordination of the Kosovan
resistance to NATO maneuvering for NATO hegemony in the region. The current bombing campaign was not intended to destroy but to preserve Milosevic as a junior partner to the U.S. in the region, by "bringing him to his senses." The U.S. is uninterested in the Kosovar refugees, as the military strategy makes clear
each day, opposes an independent Kosovo, and will leave a displaced people in Gaza-like camps. If socialists oppose Kosovan reliance upon NATO then they cannot also oppose the Kosovan efforts to free themselves from reliance upon NATO, especially at a time when the Kosovars are being destroyed as a
people, driven out and massacred. In this situation we might recall Lenin's comments that "whoever does not recognize and champion the equality of nations and does not fight against all national oppression and inequality is not a Marxist; he is not even a democrat" and that socialists only welcome that assimilation of
nations "which is not founded on force or privilege."98 Socialists should champion an independent Kosovo.

 

JULIUS JACOBSON, IN 1986, IN THE FIRST ISSUE OF THE NEW SERIES OF New Politics, defended the Third Camp against the charge that it was built on nothing but delusion and piety by pointing to a living tradition of class consciousness, embodied in such movements as COSATU and Solidarnosc, to the vitality of
the Peace Movements which escaped the control of either war camp, to the continuing instabilities and barbarities of capitalism and, presciently, to the fragility of totalitarian collectivism. The contemporary meaning of the Third Camp is the ever resurgent effort to bring into being a democratic socialist alternative to
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NATO and Milosevic.99 Sixty years ago Max Shachtman said the task of socialists was to "train and prepare" a third force that could "settle accounts with both" war camps. It still is.
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SOCIALISM FROM BELOW IS DISTINGUISHED FROM SOCIALISM 

FROM ABOVE by its understanding that the agency of social 

change is the self-controlling emancipatory struggle of the mass 

of the people.1 In Marx's famous dictum, socialism is "the self-

emancipation of the working class." What has this meant for 

socialists at the level of international politics? Three key 

"moments" can be identified in the development of a 

revolutionary democratic internationalism. The key figure in the 

first moment is Marx. Alan Gilbert has shown how Marx drew 

upon Aristotle's insight that Athenian imperialism abroad was a 

threat to Athenian democracy at home and that citizens should 

oppose policies of conquest for they would produce only greed 

and tyranny at home. Marx argued that in the epoch of 

capitalism the ideals of democratic liberalism had been cast 

down for the radicals to pick up. Basic internationalist ideas 
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from "the recognition of the universal human capacity for moral 

personality and the justice of democratic movements" for self-

determination, were ignored in practice by the liberals and so 

fell to the radicals to defend.2 In 1847 Marx changed the slogan 

of the League of Communists to "Proletarians of All Countries 

Unite!" and insisted the ideal of human brotherhood, proclaimed 

by the French Revolution, must now be given a class basis. The 

ideal of self-determination had also been passed to the radicals. 

For Marx, "there is absolutely no contradiction in the 

international workers party striving for the establishment of the 

Polish nation."3 The only kind of brotherhood the bourgeoisie 

could know was "the brotherhood of the oppressors against the 

oppressed, of the exploiters against the exploited."4 

The Second International, amid the growth of labor aristocracies 

and social democratic bureaucracies, regressed from these 

positions. Eduard Bernstein, at the Stuttgart Congress of 1907, 

defended colonialism in terms of the necessity "of civilized 

peoples to act somewhat like guardians of the uncivilized." Alex 

Callinicos has argued convincingly that a democratic 

internationalism "could only be properly pursued after the 

collapse of the Second International and the formation of its 

revolutionary rival, the Third or Communist International," for 

only then was it possible to adopt the policy of forging an 

alliance between "incipient socialist revolution by the working 

class of the imperialist countries and the developing nationalist 

revolts in the colonies." This marked a return to the principle of 

self-emancipation because the oppressed nation was now 

understood as "not only the object but also the subject of 

politics," as Trotsky put it. The difference between the two 
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internationals was the difference between the two souls of 

socialism.5 

Soon enough Stalinism forced another much deeper regression 

in democratic internationalism. Generations of socialists, in their 

support for the Stalinist ruling class in Russia and its imperialist 

expansion, reprised the odyssey of the bourgeois liberals before 

them, who also supported a brutal imperialism while speaking a 

language of freedom. The baton of democratic internationalism 

was dropped again. The third moment in the development of a 

revolutionary democratic internationalism involved the rescue, 

by small numbers of "Third Camp" socialists, mainly in 

America, organized in the Workers Party -- later renamed the 

Independent Socialist League -- of the principles of democratic 

internationalism in the years during and after World War II.6 

The "Third Camp" they defined as: 

nothing more than a synonym for the tens of millions who resist 

or refuse the leadership of both American capitalism and of 

Stalinism and seek a democratic anti- capitalist, anti-imperialist, 

anti-totalitarian road to peace, freedom and prosperity.7 

  

THE PURPOSES OF THIS ESSAY ARE TWO- FOLD. First, to 

reconstruct the birth of Third Camp socialism in the split with 

Trotsky over the question of Russia's wars in Finland and 

Poland in 1939-40, and its development in the epoch of 

expanding Stalinism after World War II. I set out why the 

concept was indispensable to a politics of self-emancipation and 

revolutionary democratic internationalism in the period of the 

Cold War. The concept was not simply a rejection of the two 
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imperialist war camps -- although that was the beginning of all 

wisdom. The partisans of the Third Camp, in the most 

unpropitious of circumstances, also developed a positive 

alternative to both war-camps, and to war itself, through the 

concepts of a "democratic foreign policy" and "political 

warfare." I explore the Third Camp's rejection of the neutralism 

of the "one-and-a-half-camp," and its transcendence of the kind 

of crippling antinomies, the "either-or" frameworks, which left 

Sidney Hook, Irving Howe and ultimately Max Shachtman as 

critical supporters of the capitalist camp, and the likes of Isaac 

Deutscher and the orthodox Trotskyists as critical supporters of 

the Stalinist camp. Second, the essay will explore the meaning 

of the Third Camp in today's post-Communist world, when the 

second camp has joined the first but the world is no nearer 

"peace, freedom and prosperity." 

The Birth of the Third Camp 

IN 1939, WHEN THE SOVIET UNION INVADED POLAND AND 

FINLAND, Trotsky made the catastrophic argument that Russia 

remained a "workers state" because nationalized property was, 

in and of itself, "proletarian economy." Consequently, Russia's 

wars in Poland and Finland were the wars of a workers state, to 

be defended. Trotsky insisted the Stalinist invasion of Poland 

"gave an impulse to the socialist revolution through bureaucratic 

methods" and, in Finland, the "Red" Army was giving "a 

tremendous impulse to the class struggle in its sharpest form," 

the Kremlin being "forced to provoke a social revolutionary 

movement."8 Caught in the theoretical logic of the "workers 

state" position, Trotsky gave birth to the idea of the bureaucratic 

proletarian revolution, led by Stalinists, to be supported, for 

now, as a distorted expression of, a locum for, "The 
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Revolution." The truth is Trotsky played a bad role in the 1939-

40 dispute. He educated the movement in a "realism" which 

eased the way to an accommodation to Stalinism. Replying, for 

instance, to the view of James Burnham and Max Shachtman 

that as "the politics of which the invasion were a continuation" 

were reactionary then the Russian invasion of Poland should not 

be supported, Trotsky used his immense authority to mock this 

minority, asking if a "simultaneous insurrection against Hitler 

and Stalin in a country occupied by troops might perhaps be 

arranged very conveniently from the Bronx." Trotsky was the 

first to raise the objection that the Third Camp was not of the 

"real world." It was an argument that would, in time, carry away 

most of the Third Camp partisans. Max Shachtman replied that 

it was not a question of arranging a revolution from the Bronx, 

or, for that matter, from Coyoacan, but of "a political line of 

revolutionary socialist opposition to both reactionary war camps, 

one of training and preparing the workers in such a spirit, and of 

arming them with such a policy that they would not fall victim 

to Hitler's army or Stalin's but moving closer to the day when 

they could settle accounts with both."9 In December 1939, James 

Burnham, Martin Abern and Max Shachtman pointed out that 

Trotsky's argument that the Stalinist invasion must be supported 

as a lesser evil in the absence of an independent revolutionary 

movement was "essentially reactionary," as "the independent 

revolutionary movement cannot be brought into existence and 

advance if we support the Stalinist invasion." The task was to 

bring together and provide program and perspective to the forces 

of the Third Camp currently "scattered, demoralised, without 

program or perspective."10 But the prestige of Trotsky ensured 

that, in April 1940, the American Socialist Workers Party split 

in two. Albert Goldman, Trotsky's attorney during the 1937 

https://web.archive.org/web/20080512005311/http:/www.wpunj.edu:80/newpol/issue27/johnso27.htm#n9
https://web.archive.org/web/20080512005311/http:/www.wpunj.edu:80/newpol/issue27/johnso27.htm#n10


Dewey Commission into the Moscow Trials, was the spokesman 

for the majority faction. "Private property" he said, " has been 

nationalized in 1/8th of the world. It is the only thing concrete 

left in the camp of the proletariat. We are not giving up 

nationalized property for some abstraction of the world 

revolution." Another majority supporter, Richardson, from 

Oakland, said, "Just imagine if Stalin did set up a bureaucracy in 

India, what a tremendous advance it would be over the present 

democracy." Goldman defended Richardson's speech with the 

argument, "Between the slavery of a degenerated workers state 

and the slavery of capitalism, we prefer the slavery of a 

degenerated workers state." Convention minutes taken by the 

minority indicate that at this point there broke out "applause 

from the majority side, hissing from the minority side."11 

Hal Draper wrote that it was in this resistance to Trotsky and the 

SWP majority in the 1940 split that "[the] Third Camp was born 

and raised."12 Max Shachtman in his reply to Trotsky, set out 

why the Third Camp was the only position consistent with a 

belief that socialism was the self- emancipation of the working 

class: 

I repeat, I do not believe in the bureaucratic proletarian 

(socialist) revolution ( . . . ) I reject the concept not out of 

"sentimental" reasons or a Tolstoyan "faith in the people" but 

because I believe it to be scientifically correct to repeat with 

Marx that the emancipation of the working class is the task of 

the working class itself. The bourgeois revolution . . . could be 

made and was made by other classes and social strata; the 

bourgeoisie could be liberated from feudal rule and establish its 

social dictatorship under the aegis of other social groups. But the 
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proletarian revolution cannot be made by others than the 

proletariat acting . . . No one else can free it -- not even for a 

day.13 

The Triangle of Forces and the Third Camp 

THE EXPANSION OF BUREAUCRATIC COLLECTIVISM INTO 

EASTERN EUROPE after World War II, and its victory 

independent of Russia state power in Yugoslavia and China, 

marked a new stage in world politics: a global "struggle for the 

world" between Capitalism and Stalinism. This was no normal 

inter-imperialist rivalry but a "struggle of rival systems over 

which, if either, shall exploit the earth." This new stage 

presented the socialist movement, Marxism especially, with the 

job of fundamental renovation and reorientation if the politics of 

socialism-as-self- emancipation were to be preserved. It was 

necessary to plant a "firm fixed point" from which the Third 

Camp might oppose both rival imperialisms and their war 

preparations. Before Stalinism, Marxists had imagined the world 

as a zero-sum game: capitalism versus socialism. Actually it 

never was, but until an equally exploitative reactionary 

alternative proved to be capable of issuing from anti-capitalism 

it was not, in practice, too harmful. After Stalinism it was a 

disastrous framework, theoretically and practically, for the 

three-cornered struggle for the world was not the duel of Marx's 

Communist Manifesto. To declare for the Third Camp meant that 

"politically we recognize the emergence of the bureaucratic-

collectivist empire as a bidder for the historic role of successor 

to a doomed capitalism" and a new stage in the epoch of wars 

and revolutions in which the working class faced two enemies, 

"a capitalism which is anti-Stalinist and a Stalinism which is 

anti-capitalist."14 Grasping that fact and renovating Marxism in 
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light of it was one of the great contributions of the Workers 

Party-Independent Socialist League. Democracy was now the 

condition for socialism, to be consciously fought for as the 

differentia specifica of socialism from an alternative anti- 

capitalist force: totalitarian Stalinism. Stalinism was not the first 

rung on the ladder of socialism but its opposite. So understood, 

"In no other era than this does the fight for democracy rise to 

such a pinnacle of importance for the forces of progress. No 

other movement in the history of the world is so driven to place 

the democratic goal so close to everything it strives for."15 The 

1939-40 split set both parties on diverging political paths: 

The political character of the ISL quickly broadened . . . to a 

wide reinterpretation of the meaning of revolutionary socialism 

for our day. Reacting sharply against the bureaucratic concepts 

of both official Stalinism and official Trotskyism, it swung to a 

deep-going emphasis on the integration of socialism and 

democracy in all aspects of politics. What was distinctive, 

however, was that this was accompanied by equally sharp 

opposition to the American establishment, to American 

imperialism, to capitalism and its political representatives here. 

What resulted was a unique combination of revolutionary 

opposition to both capitalism and Communism.16 

The task, wrote Max Shachtman in 1948, was to "build a 

workers movement that is fully independent of Washington and 

Moscow" under "the banner of democracy and socialism."17 In 

the Cold War of the 1940s and 1950s the WP-ISL sought to 

translate this rallying cry into a political program through the 

policies of a democratic foreign policy and political warfare. 
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Democratic Foreign Policy and Political Warfare 

WHY, ASKED HAL DRAPER IN 1955, was "the most brutal and 

repressive dictatorship in history" winning the Cold War?18 And 

how could Stalinism be fought, from the left, without war? The 

Third Camp socialists developed the ideas of a "democratic 

foreign policy" and "political warfare" to attack Stalinism 

without giving any comfort to capitalism. A democratic foreign 

policy or, as Draper happily called it in the Sixties, an anti-

imperialist foreign policy, meant working for popular 

democratic revolution in the Stalinist countries, "blowing up the 

Russian empire from within," as the practical and realistic 

alternative to reliance on NATO militarism. The democratic 

foreign policy was what Trotsky termed a "transitional demand," 

a bridge to present neutralist consciousness, a means to organize 

and take forward the opposition to capitalism and Stalinism. 

Derided as a pipe-dream, the realism of the policy was proved in 

the anti-Kremlin revolts of 1956-7 which broke "the myth that 

Stalinism had produced the dehumanized Orwellian "prole" as 

its mass man, or the totalitarianised zombie heralded by Hannah 

Arendt."19 Yet NATO and the capitalist states proved a 

reactionary barrier to the anti- Stalinist revolt. In Poland, it was 

NATO and NATO rearmament of Germany which allowed 

Gomulka to argue for Russian troops to stay. The greatest ally of 

the Russian Imperialists in Hungary was the British, French and 

Israeli imperialist crimes in Egypt. Mao's greatest asset was the 

U.S. support for Chiang Kai-Shek. The vaunted "realism" of the 

liberal support for NATO turned out to be a prop of the Stalinist 

control over the satellites and useless to those popular forces in 

revolt against Stalinism. As Draper put it, "The West's stock of 

H-Bombs is no friend of the revolution against Stalinism. It is its 
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enemy." Popular revolt, not the military threat of NATO, was 

the best peace strategy, limiting Russian aggression in Europe 

and decreasing the war threat. A "democratic foreign policy" 

was defined by its support for this popular revolt as the weapon 

to defeat Stalinism and by its refusal to rely upon western 

capitalist governments. The West must "give up its military-base 

and H-bomb encirclement of Russia in order to permit the 

revolution to encircle Russia." But a capitalist, imperialist West 

was incapable of a democratic foreign policy because its 

primary fear was the contagion of revolutionary struggle.20 

This fear was demonstrated during the East Berlin workers 

revolt of 1953. While the Stalinist apologist Isaac Deutscher 

rationalized the brutal suppression of the workers by the 

bureaucracy,21 the western governments suppressed the fact of 

its existence, fearing revolution in West Germany. Hal Draper 

attempted a thought-experiment: what could a government of the 

working class, pursuing a democratic foreign policy and 

engaged in political warfare against Stalinism, have said and 

done during the East German workers uprising? First, it would 

have immediately removed all U.S. troops from West Germany. 

Second, it would have declared in favor of German 

reunification. Third, it would have appealed for the East 

Germans to fight for reunification. Fourth, political warfare 

would have meant military support for the insurgents; "we urge 

no adventurous putsches upon you, but what you need you will 

get, with no strings attached."22 Breaking the grip of the Kremlin 

on the East German police and army, who feared a U.S. 

controlled West, would open the way to a class politics 

throughout eastern Europe and "that is how the Russian empire 

will crumble, from within,"23 for political warfare, and the 
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weapon of democracy was "stronger than planes and tanks, yes 

stronger than the A-Bomb."24 

As the systemic social antagonism between the totalitarian states 

and the capitalist classes became clearer after World War II, the 

ability of Russia to exploit divisions between capitalist states 

diminished. The Stalinists, in response, engaged increasingly in 

political warfare. This "reactionary exploitation" of popular 

anti-capitalist movements became their "main weapon." 

Communists could use the weapon of anti- capitalism "in a 

world swept by winds of anti-capitalism and anti-imperialist 

revolution" because they had no stake in capitalism being the 

representative of a rival exploitative system. In contrast, the 

United States was incapable of anything more than a battery of 

techniques of skulduggery and "psyops."25 Genuine "political 

warfare" was beyond not only the lunk-head right but the 

sophisticates of East coast liberalism, too. Backing the corrupt 

landowners and not the peasants seeking land redistribution, the 

U.S. could not use the secret weapon in the Cold War: anti-

capitalism. In fact the reverse was the case. In a world in which 

U.S. capitalism was the only one with "a bit of fat around its 

belt," then the middle-ground shrank and reaction faced 

rebellion the world over. U.S. support for reaction was rooted in 

the "decay of world capitalism itself,"26 hence the construction 

of a permanent war economy.27 

For the Third Camp anti-capitalism was the "starting point of a 

meaningful foreign policy for peace,"28 and an alternative to the 

establishment and the appeasing peace movements. If winning a 

Cold War meant winning in political warfare, then successful 

political warfare in the epoch of decaying capitalism meant the 
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promotion of social revolution.29 The conclusion was no comfort 

to the liberal opinion in the United States: 

[The U.S.] will have to be socially and politically transformed 

before victory in the political war is a possibility. ( . . . ) Victory 

in the Cold War means, politically speaking, implementing a 

radical-democratic and anti-imperialist foreign policy which can 

win the support of the peoples of the world and strike blows 

against the Communist camp.30 

  

UNDER THE PRESS OF THE COLD WAR, organized liberal opinion 

adopted the world-view of U.S. imperialism as its own, indeed 

worked up that world-view into the terms of sophisticated liberal 

theory, until democratic internationalism was left, as in Marx's 

day, to the revolutionaries. Even organized liberal politics, 

which in the 1950s meant Americans for Democratic Action 

(A.D.A.), saw much of American foreign policy as a series of 

"mistakes," unconnected to the nature of the American social 

system. The Third Camp socialists argued that in "riding along 

with the [U.S.] Administration" the A.D.A. were "doing 

precisely that which the Stalinists need, if they are to capture the 

rest of the uncommitted world." For example, to drift along with 

Washington's support for Chiang Kai-Shek in Formosa was to 

help "alienate every democratic sentiment in the world and 

push . . . all uncommitted peoples into the arms of the 

Stalinists."31 This was expressed in the liberal lexicon. 

"Internationalism" had come to mean the pursuit by American 

capitalism of its global interests, while proposals to reduce 

military expenditure and subsidies to Europe were 

"isolationism." Language was turned around until "liberal neo-
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internationalism turns out to mean essentially nothing but the 

imperialist outlook."32 This collapse of liberal opposition to U.S. 

imperialism was demonstrated during the U.S. intervention in 

Guatemala in 1954. Labor Action was almost unique in its 

coverage of Guatemala in 1954, when not just the government 

but also liberal opinion and even some members of the Socialist 

Party, refused to believe the CIA was engaged in a conspiracy to 

crush democracy. Labor Action set out the basic facts and drew 

out the lessons. There are no easy or direct parallels to U.S. 

interventions today but the methodology surely speaks to us. 

First, the episode proved the U.S. government could not fight 

the Stalinists politically because it followed an imperialist policy 

economically: 

The rug can be pulled from beneath Guatemalan Stalinism . . . 

only by removing the legitimate social issues on which it 

nourishes. As long as the U.S. dollar is the enemy of the people, 

the Stalinists can flourish -- or else they can be cut down by . . . 

brutal intervention . . .33 

Second, liberal anti-Communism was in practice neither liberal 

nor did it help to defeat Stalinism. The New York Post, which 

supported the U.S. action on the grounds that Guatemala was 

"communist dominated," made the "basic error" of the liberal, 

failing to understand that: 

while Stalinism grows on the brutality of imperialism -- and this 

is the lesson of our era which overshadows every other one 

without exception -- our liberals propose to support that 

imperialist brutality in the name of defeating Stalinism.34 
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Liberal support for U.S. anti-Communism only succeeded in 

"greasing the road for Stalinism" by educating the world that 

only communists support land-reform and anti- colonialism and 

by driving the democratic Guatemalan opposition into the arms 

of the Stalinists.35 The New York Times, said Draper, might well 

be right in pointing out the crimes of Stalinism but it does so 

only in order to reconcile people to the crimes of capitalist-

imperialism. When the liberal press supported the U.S. action 

and then urged that the U.S. should now go on to pursue land 

reform, Hal Draper was moved to ask, "how naive is the liberal 

allowed to be?" Max Lerner's pieces about Guatemala were 

discussed as an illustration of the politics of "putting a liberal 

face on national chauvinism." Again, Lerner was right to 

criticize the Arbenz government's relationship with the CP, to 

highlight the danger of a Stalinist coup and to call on democrats 

in Guatemala to fight against that outcome. But Lerner, 

absorbing the view of the U.S. as "overlord of the planet," 

accepted the U.S. right to intervene, casting himself as "the 

enlightened democratic thinker . . . gently teaching a backwoods 

politician about freedom." The imperialist liberal lacks the spine 

to propose intervention but "finds his reasons to go along" once 

it starts, finding himself "marched along in the rear of the CIA 

muttering 'Dulles has blundered again.'"36 Draper traced how in 

the aftermath of such interventions, with the liberal cover no 

longer required, not one of the progressive measures the liberal 

spoke so eloquently for during the conflict is ever implemented. 

Guatemala, for instance, saw the suspension of land reforms, the 

proliferation of concentration camps, the declaration of 

enlistment to the U.S. war camp, the disenfranchisement of 

three-quarters of the people as illiterate, and the suspension of 

the constitution. At this point the good liberal is left to talk, still 
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eloquently, of "mistakes," even "blunders," and certainly of 

individual "bad men." Draper confronts the liberal once again on 

the terrain of realism, asking, "Which then is in and of the real 

world: your whitewash of imperialism or our Third Camp 

approach to the defeat of Stalinism?"37 

The wider political consequences of the failure to preserve 

ideological independence were explored in a prescient article by 

Draper in New Politics in 1962 called "The Ultra Right and the 

Liberals." The liberal reaction to the rise of the new right was to 

try and "giggle them out of existence," to deal with the threat 

from the right "without taking up political ideas." In fact the 

liberal embrace of the world- view of successive 

Administrations had reinforced the shift in the center of gravity 

of the whole political structure to the right. The political vacuum 

on the left had "pull[ed] the new right out of the walls" as a 

reaction to the "Demo-Republican" bipartisanship. Not the least 

powerful of the arguments against "political realism" was the 

fact that "the middle of the road in any given political situation 

is determined only by the active extremes." The B52 liberals 

failed to grasp that the middle of the road was "a mirage [which] 

must shift away from you as you move toward it." When the left 

moves to the center the center moves to the right. The left can 

best stiffen the resolve of the liberal center by fighting for a 

radical political program and give the liberals "something they 

can happily water down."38 

  

THE THIRD CAMP WAS NO NEUTRALIST "ONE-AND-A- HALF-

CAMP" searching for "peaceful co-existence." While the 

capitalist states might reach a modus vivendi with a 
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geographically confined Stalinism, the Third Camp believed in 

"'coexisting' with Stalinism in order to destroy it, not to appease 

it."39 But neutralism was often the first step toward a Third 

Camp position. The two war-camps sought to recruit all 

countries, groups and movements and to the extent that they 

failed all-out war was less likely. So even while "passive, 

uncoordinated and not fully clarified," all resistance to the war-

camps produced a "relaxation of the war danger."40 Moreover, 

the hostility among both popular movements and some ruling 

classes to the prospect of being brought under the hegemony of 

the U.S. or Russia was often expressed in the form of neutralism 

in the 1950s. 

There were two politically distinct forms of neutralism. As the 

inchoate instinct of the popular masses, it represented a "sound, 

healthy, progressive reaction" against both war camps and as 

such was a "long, strong step toward the conceptions and 

policies of Independent Socialism" with tremendous potential 

for further development.41 But as an organized political 

movement neutralism was "confused, futile, reactionary." It 

sought to reconcile the war camps rather than fight them. It 

fostered illusions in the mirage of peaceful co-existence and 

appeased Stalinism. The ISL's propaganda for a democratic 

foreign policy was explicitly directed "against the illusions and 

ambiguities of 'neutralism.'"42 To oppose organized neutralism 

and to "work up" popular neutralism into a consistent Third 

Camp position was "the main task of the Third Camp today," 

said the ISL in 1954. Organized neutralism urged the program of 

peaceful co-existence on the U.S. government as all it could 

realistically be expected to carry out. Much of the post-war 

peace movement sought the stabilization of world politics via 
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"Pax Russo-Americana," a negotiated division of the world 

between two reactionary imperialisms. Erich Fromm's Council 

of Correspondence was a case of neutralism leading to the 

appeasement of the totalitarian Russian state. Fromm was for the 

recognition of East Germany for the same reason he was against 

German reunification, because "the existing power structure is a 

fact and Khrushchev, like any other leader of a powerful nation, 

could not keep his political position if he surrendered any of 

Stalin's post-war gains."43 The Third Camp alternative to the war 

threat, acknowledged Hal Draper, "seems to scant the deep 

feeling that something has to be done now . . . and that there is 

simply no time to wait for transformations." His rejoinder, 

carried in New Politics 25 years ago, is worth quoting in full, for 

it speaks to a left being urged once again to "be realistic" and 

back NATO military power: 

What the Establishment needs to keep it restrained from military 

adventures even in the short run is in the first place, a militant 

and threatening left opposition in the country not clever advisors 

who can teach how to put a "peace" veneer on power politics. 

There has never been a peace movement in any country that has 

been worth a damn as long as it is "respectable," that is, as long 

as it has seen its role as collaborating with the status quo, rather 

than building an opposition from below against the powers that 

be. That is the fundamental line of demarcation between the 

forces of revolutionary transformation and the theoreticians of 

stabilization."44 

In Europe, building the Third Camp meant counterpoising a 

socialist internationalism to NATO and projecting the goal of an 

Independent Western Union of the European States capable of 
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waging warfare against Stalinism by "non-military political 

means." And, in 1951, the ISL looked to "the socialist and 

people's movements of Asia" as "one of the largest reservoirs 

and organising grounds for the elements of the Third Camp of 

the people against the looming third world war."45 Independence 

in India, Burma and Indonesia, the tumult throughout the region, 

was of "world-historic importance." But these states and 

movements faced the threat of absorption into one or other Cold 

War camp despite the mass sentiment for neutralism among the 

masses in Asia. The proposal for an Independent Federation for 

Asia aimed to avoid this. For while the native bourgeoisie forces 

had indeed been able to win independence, apparently refuting 

Trotsky's theory of permanent revolution, this victory was due to 

the incapacity of the imperialist powers to maintain their control 

rather than any newly developed capacities on the part of native 

bourgeoisies which Trotsky had failed to detect. Consequently, 

winning independence from both war camps would require the 

very agrarian and social revolution the native bourgeoisie could 

not deliver, and this was now the "concrete and contemporary 

meaning" of Trotsky's theory of permanent revolution.46 It is, 

said the Third Camp, "the socialists of Asia who can do what 

Nehru cannot do." The one-and-a-half- camp stood between the 

two war-camps to reconcile them. The Third Camp waged war 

on both to defeat them. Neutralist governments such as India, 

Yugoslavia and Egypt often acted as apologists for both camps, 

"sowing illusions impartially about the intentions and nature" of 

both camps. Nehru, for example, defended Russia's invasion of 

Hungary and voted against the UN resolution calling on Russian 

troops to be withdrawn from Hungary.47 The Third Camp 

differed from the Neutralists on the very meaning of "peace." 

The organized neutralists defined peace as co-existence between 
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two rival imperialisms. The Third Camp said the road to peace 

lay through social struggle against both rival imperialisms. 

Looking to forces such as the Algerian liberation fighters or the 

Polish rebels, the Third Camp socialists, "do not build any 

bridges between these combatants and their enemies."48 

Neutralism also took the form of a demand for "World-

Government." Third Camp socialists pointed out that for one 

hundred years the goal of world government has been at the 

heart of the socialist program for peace. Yet, ripped away from 

the rest of the socialist program, the demand for world 

government was utopian and reactionary. Utopian because it 

traded on the illusion that wars were unfortunate 

misunderstandings which world government would end. In fact, 

as Draper put it in 1952, "at the heart of world politics lies the 

contradiction between the essential interdependence of the world 

economy and the compartmentalization of the planet among 

competing national states."49 It is the efforts of each rival ruling 

class to integrate the world politically, as an economic necessity, 

which leads to war. Reactionary because it sustained the illusion 

in the social nature of the two superpowers, neither of whom 

would embrace world government unless it was a cover for their 

own hegemony. 

To take one's stand on the slogan "Neither Washington Nor 

Moscow But the Third Camp of Independent Socialism!," to 

retain a revolutionary hostility to both war camps, to support a 

democratic foreign policy and political warfare, and to refuse all 

illusions in neutralism or world government was a lonely 

political perspective in the years of Cold War, and the WP-ISL 

found it impossible to maintain a Third Camp organization. The 
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vast majority of the left never tried, preferring to look up to The 

Powers That Be, and gave critical support to either Washington 

or Moscow as the lesser evil. 

Washington as Lesser Evil 

Did you learn to dream in the morning 

Abandon dreams in the afternoon 

Wait without hope in the evening? 

-- Ewan McColl, Ballad of Accounting 

THE THIRD CAMP SUPPORTER FACED THE BARBARIC REALITY OF 

STALINISM in a way others did not. Out of reach to the Third 

Camp socialist were the knowing complicities of a Lillian 

Hellman or a Bertold Brecht, the pseudo-realism of the neutralist 

Erich Fromm, the moral illiteracy of a Jean Paul Sartre who 

urged silence about the Gulag lest it "demoralize the French 

proletariat." Unavailable were the Trotskyist dogmas about the 

progressive "workers states" or Unfolding World Revolutions, 

or the Historic Rationalizations for Stalinism as a Proletarian 

Bonapartism, issued regularly from Isaac Deutscher's 

watchtower. No, the view from the Third Camp was sobering 

indeed. It really was an evil empire. Stalinism was expansionist, 

and did put liberty and working class organization to the sword 

wherever it triumphed. Peaceful co-existence was a utopia and 

the self-reform of the bureaucracy was impossible. Possessed of 

this truth -- and who can deny that History has shown all of this 

to be so as against all those fantasies -- yet politically isolated, 

with minuscule forces, and reduced for so long to making 

propaganda for a Third Camp rather than merging their ideas 



with real social forces of the Third Camp, is it really so 

surprising that so many drifted politically toward Washington? 

Most telling were the twin pressures of "Stalinophobia" and 

disillusion with the prospects for revolutionary socialism. 

Stalinophobia did not mean being "too anti- Stalinist" but being 

"led by your laudable hatred of Stalinism to sacrifice other 

political considerations on its altar."50 Once Stalinophobia was 

combined with a loss of hope in the socialist movement then the 

monster of Stalinism could only be met, "realistically," by the 

power of the other war camp, the lesser-evil. At this point other 

ideas long held, such that capitalism was "the very ground on 

which Stalinism feeds," lost all force and were quietly shelved. 

Julius Jacobson pointed out that the theory of bureaucratic 

collectivism -- that Russian type societies were neither capitalist 

nor socialist but a new form of exploitative class society -- 

precisely because it faced up to the realities of Stalinism, could 

indeed "become a rationalisation for support of utterly 

reactionary societies" once it is uncoupled from a belief in the 

political viability of the Third Camp.51 For such reasons did Max 

Shachtman, who founded the Third Camp, and who once 

boasted he would support American imperialism only when 

hairs grew on the palms of his hand, end up, as Dave 

McReynolds recalled, "telling the kids to shut up about 

Vietnam."52 Herman Benson, a leader of the WP-ISL in the auto 

industry, interviewed in 1989, stands for a whole swathe of 

Third Campists who turned to American military power as the 

viable counterweight to Stalinism: 

When you lose that core [the revolutionary working class -- AJ] 

you begin to look around for substitutes, the closest thing to it, 
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some physical power that will protect your democracy . . . and 

that power is the United States. And in the real world as we exist 

the power of the United States is generally on the side of 

freedom and the power of Russia is generally on the side of 

dictatorship. What's the problem? That's Shachtman's position 

and I'm not unsympathetic with that view.53 

The "loss of that core" was the leitmotif of the ex-Third Camp 

socialist. Sidney Hook concluded the Third Camp, "was a pose 

that could not be sustained in the face of the obvious realities of 

working-class indifference to the old and tired Marxist 

dogma."54 Manny Geltman recalls that when he left the ISL he 

thought that "the Third Camp idea . . . just didn't seem to make 

sense any more."55 Geltman followed the lead of Irving Howe 

and Stanley Plastrick who left the ISL in 1952. Their resignation 

letter accused those who continued to adhere to a Third Camp 

position, such as Hal Draper and Julius Jacobson, of indulging in 

"the psychology of the saving remnant" on "some isle of 

rectitude more of less equidistant from both sides." Embracing 

the same "realism" Trotsky stood for in 1939, though reversing 

Trotsky's choice of lesser evil, they now wrote: 

The "Third camp" concept now seems to us meaningless, a 

fetish. There are not available, at the present juncture, those 

historical energies which alone could activate a Third Camp -- 

and as the slogan drags along in ISL propaganda it has no 

particular relation to the shift of events. It takes on a life of its 

own detached from the realities of European or American 

politics.56 

What does the partisan of the Third Camp do when there is no 

Third Camp? Hook self-consciously adopted the politics of 
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lesser-evilism. He endorsed the paper, "Two Methods of 

Action," presented by Arthur Koestler to the Congress of 

Cultural Freedom in Berlin in June 1950. Hook recounts its 

basic thesis: "at certain times and in respect to certain crucial 

issues, instead of saying 'neither-nor' and looking for viable 

alternatives, we must recognize an 'either-or' and take one stand 

or the other." Hook called these "dilemmatic situations" and saw 

the threat of Stalinist totalitarianism as one such. Superseding 

the conflict between capitalism and socialism, was "the 

overriding problem of our age and culture -- the nature of 

political freedom and of the threats to its existence."57 In 1948 

the novelist, revolutionary socialist and contributor to New 

International, James T. Farrell wrote to Albert Goldman that 

"The simple and blunt fact of the matter is that nothing stands in 

the way of the Stalinization of Europe but American power." 

The Third Camp, concluded Farrell, simply lacked a "sufficient 

fighting force with which to meet Stalinism."58 Irving Howe 

became convinced that "as democratic socialists our place is in 

the Western world, the democratic world." The struggle of the 

West against Stalinism was not just for spoils, but was a struggle 

"between two ways of living: between democracy, however 

marred, and the most bestial totalitarianism ever known." In this 

battle, "the whole heritage of civilization is at stake." In his 

political memoir, A Margin of Hope, Howe recalled that in the 

late 1940s and early 1950s the fear of World War Three was real 

and warranted and that, unlike the fantasists and apologists, the 

Third Camp partisan knew that "wherever Stalinism conquered, 

freedom vanished." Once you gave up on the working class it 

was necessary to lay down "real barriers -- power, money, 

politics -- not just articles in intellectual journals."59 Looking 

back many years later Howe summed up the entire problem 
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accurately: "'Third camp' has meaning, I think, only if you 

believe in a revolutionary perspective."60 

  

THE SADDEST OF THE INTERNAL BATTLES OF THE THIRD CAMP 
took place in 1956 when a political and ultimately a legal 

controversy broke out between the U.S. Third Camp and the 

Italian novelist and socialist Ignazio Silone. Silone had been one 

of Europe's best known partisans of the Third Camp but his 

statement, "My Political Faith," in 1956, announced his critical 

support for the western war camp. The exchanges which 

followed between Hal Draper, for Labor Action, and Silone, 

rehearsed the agonizing choices socialists made in these years.61 

Silone argued the job of socialists was to struggle for peace from 

a position within the western military alliance, acting as a 

pressure for that alliance to be "democratic" and "purely 

defensive." Draper's response was to point out that imperialism 

can never be like that, that imperialism cannot politically fight 

totalitarianism, and that critical support for western imperialism 

is an abandonment of socialism as self-emancipation. Draper 

reminded Silone of his own 1939 interview with Clement 

Greenberg when he had spoken of the necessity of absolute 

political independence for socialists, even in the face of conflicts 

between bourgeois democracy and totalitarianism. Then, Silone 

had said: 

When the socialists, with the best possible anti-fascist intentions, 

renounce their own program, put their own theories in moth 

balls, and accept the negative positions of conservative 

democracy, they think they are doing their bit in the struggle to 

crush fascism. Actually they leave to fascism the distinction of 
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alone daring to bring forward in public certain problems thus 

driving into the fascists arms thousands of workers who will not 

accept the status quo.62 

Draper points out that this is exactly the basis of the mass 

sentiment for the other totalitarian force, the Communist Parties 

of France and Italy, today. It is not a question of denying the 

superiority of capitalist democracy over totalitarianism. The 

Third Camp has nothing to do with that kind of moral and 

political insensibility. It is, rather, a question of refusing to draw 

the conclusion that political or military support is due to 

capitalist states. First, because socialism, a progressive anti-

capitalist alternative, is possible now. Second, because, "[a]s 

long as and in proportion that the enemies of Stalinism base 

themselves on support of the capitalist alternative, Stalinism is 

bound to grow stronger and stronger."63 Silone wanted to defend 

human values and saw no alternative but to embrace, critically, 

the capitalist-imperialist west. But Draper asks, "what 

experience of recent life or history has persuaded you that this is 

where the bastions of human values are to be best defended?" 

The "escape to freedom" has no short cuts. There is no realistic 

alternative to the long haul of "seeking, finding and pursuing the 

revolutionary and democratic socialist way out of the shambles 

that has been made of this world by rival exploiters."64 Silone 

replied to Draper in abusive terms, mocking "little exasperated 

epigones of Lenin and Trotsky" and accused Draper of 

slandering Sidney Hook and the Italian Congress of Cultural 

Freedom.65 More seriously, Silone drew an analogy between the 

threat of Stalinism and the threat of Hitler. Both, if victorious, 

would have buried all political activity. To obstruct the fight 

against either, therefore, amounted to "collective suicide" and 
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justified critical support for the enemy of both. In his rejoinder 

Draper accepted that bourgeois democracy and fascism could 

not be equated, and agreed the question was how best to fight 

totalitarian Stalinism. But just for that reason the independent 

Third Camp position should not be submerged for Stalinism "is 

able to win victories only insofar as it can convince its victims 

that the only realistic alternative to its own rule is the continued 

rule of the old discredited system of capitalism." But Silone was 

beyond reach. He had arrived at the same place as Koestler, 

Hook and Howe where "either-or" replaces "neither-nor." 

Max Shachtman himself, in many ways the founding figure of 

the Third Camp, ended up at "either-or" during the Bay of Pigs 

invasion of 1961 when he made the case for the victory of the 

counter-revolutionary invasion.66 Shachtman was, said Draper, 

like the "sidewalk barker [who] pulls out the snake-oil while 

your head is still bobbing." A denunciation of Stalinism, in other 

words, was presented as if it were a justification of support for 

the invasion. The method, Draper pointed out, would have 

meant support for the U.S. in Korea, and was a "small working 

model" for support for the West in the war. Shachtman's method 

was to ignore the brute fact of the imperialist control over the 

invading force and to present them as a liberation movement 

because some trade unionists were involved, and to argue that 

liberation movements had every right to take arms from where 

they could. Draper points out it was not the "jejeune issue of 

take- arms-or-not" which mattered but the question of self-

determination and "independence from imperialism," and this 

"Shachtman has abandoned."67 Draper reminded Shachtman 

that, whether in Spain or in Hungary, "We do not call upon our 

own imperialist government to send arms because we have no 
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confidence in the progressiveness of its motives, its execution, 

its consequences, its politics."68 Second, with some prescience, 

he reminded Shachtman that in supporting the invasion he was 

repeating the same old self-destroying foreign policy of the Cold 

War and would push Castro to Stalinism. A democratic foreign 

policy for Cuba, Draper wrote during the missile crisis, would 

involve a commitment not to invade, the cessation of all arm- 

twisting and coercion, economic aid not sanctions, measures 

aimed to "drive a wedge between the Cuban people . . . and 

Moscow." But it was "pipedreaming" to expect JFK to pursue 

such political warfare for "The American Party Line mind is 

incapable of a democratic political offensive against the 

Communist power." A democratic foreign policy, as ever, would 

require a "different America."69 

  

BUT, IF STALINISM WAS WINNING THE COLD WAR, according to 

the WP-ISL, how are we to explain its collapse in 1989? First, 

one can find in the writings of the Third Camp a clear analysis 

of the wracking contradictions of Stalinist society which were to 

lead to its stagnation and implosion. The Third Camp never 

viewed Stalinism as a progressive social system but as a "neo- 

barbaric relapse which feeds on the decay of capitalism as long 

as the working class has not unleashed its own forces to abolish 

it in favor of a real workers democracy."70 The fundamental 

contradiction peculiar to Stalinist society, Draper argued, 

derived from the absence of democracy in a statified society. 

This ensured a contradiction between the necessity of planning 

(the only other possible economic regulator, the capitalist 

market, having been abolished), and the impossibility of 
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planning (the only possible basis of planning, democracy, 

having been abolished). I think that for Draper this was the "law 

of motion," the "dynamic" of the bureaucratic collectivist 

society: the repeated and doomed efforts of the ruling class to 

resolve the contradiction between planning and totalitarianism. 

The attempt to regulate a modern industrial economy by ukase 

produced only the "galloping disease" of chaos, of the "fantastic 

botches, gnarls, snags, wastes and snafus" as Draper put it.71 

Only able to fight the disease of bureaucratism with more 

bureaucratic controls, production was kept up, for a time, by a 

combination of "fantastic expenditures of human labor, enslaved 

or virtually enslaved" and the looting and robbing of dependent 

satellites. Eventually these contradictions were too great and 

pressure of competition from the capitalist states was too 

pressing. Draper wrote, in 1967: 

To denominate Stalinism as a social system does not confer on it 

any determinate lease of life, nor any historical era of existence. 

History does not give social systems any uniform term ( . . . ) 

Unlike any previous system, bureaucratic collectivism had 

hardly appeared on the scene before it was shaken by economic 

and political convulsions. The revolution against Stalinism did 

not have to remain a vision for a couple of hundred years, as was 

true of the revolution against capitalism. It appeared in life a 

little more than a couple of decades -- in Budapest, in East 

Germany, in Poland at least. (Draper, 144) 

Analogies are always dangerous but one suggests itself here. 

The autonomized state of the 18th and 19th century eventually 

underwent what Draper calls a "social fusion" with the rising 

bourgeois economic power.72 And Georg Lukacs observed, 
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about pre-capitalist societies, that despite the juridical fusion of 

economics and politics in such societies it was the "subterranean 

'unconscious' economic development" which eventually 

"destroys the unity of the juridical form."73 Can the 1989 

revolutions be understood in these terms as a form of "social 

fusion" of the Stalinist ruling classes with world capitalism 

under the intense pressure of "unconscious" global economic 

development which eventually destroyed the "juridical form" of 

bureaucratic collectivism? And if 1989 is to be viewed in that 

way, does it not place a question mark over the Third Camp 

view -- inherited from Trotsky, I think -- that capitalism as a 

mode of production was definitively finished, that collectivism 

was, as Shachtman said, "the only means whereby the means of 

production can be expanded" and so on? Was it not the 

dynamism of capitalism, its unanticipated recuperative powers, 

that saw off Stalinism and forced the messy "social fusion" of 

the Nomenklatura with world capitalism, which has necessarily 

destroyed the juridical form of the Stalinist societies? 

Moscow as Lesser Evil 

THE RESULT OF TROTSKY'S "WORKERS STATE" THEORY and his 

notion of "proletarian economy" was that orthodox Trotskyists 

thereafter were left trying to reason within the terms of Trotsky's 

prior revolt against reason. They would project locums within 

locums endowing these with the qualities of the revolutionary 

proletariat. During and after World War II the Socialist Workers 

Party used Trotsky's theory of "proletarian economy" as a 

political compass with disastrous results. On September 12, 

1942, readers of the Militant were told that in the Soviet Union, 

"factories, mines, mills, railroads, workshops belong to those 
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who work them. The soil belongs to those who till it." On 

February 6, 1943, that "the self-sacrificing Russian workers 

were producing under socialist methods." On February 27, 1943, 

Felix Morrow argued that "The Red Army is fighting for a 

socialist Europe as well as a socialist Russia."74 Throughout 

1944 the SWP theoretician John G. Wright, in the pages of the 

Militant, mapped a two camps view of the world in which the 

role of socialists was to be loyal critics of the progressive, 

objectively revolutionary camp of Stalinism. Stalinism was 

redefined as the blunt instrument of an Unfolding Historical 

Process. The post-Trotsky Trotskyists rediscovered the role 

vacated by the German dissident Communist Heinrich Brandler 

in the 1930s, the loyal critic of the bureaucracy. Max Shachtman 

was moved to comment that "the very fountainhead of Stalinist 

fiction is the official position of the SWP" in which "the 

appointment of slave-drivers over industry by the GPU 

equals . . . the proletarian revolution."75 The accuracy of 

Shachtman's apparently harsh judgment can be seen by an 

examination of Michael Löwy's account of the "proletarian 

socialist revolutions" of Tito, Mao and Ho. Löwy saw not 

Stalinist formations, embryos of the new exploitative ruling 

class, but, fantastically, parties which "acted as 'representatives' 

of the proletariat," nothing less than "the political and 

programmatic expression of the proletariat by virtue of their 

adherence to the historical interests of the working class 

(abolition of capitalism etc.)," parties whose "ideologies were 

proletarian."76 Hal Draper wrote in April 1948, in New 

International, that the orthodox Trotskyist, "who continues to 

claim that the Communist Party is a working-class party in spite 

of all for the reason that it directs its appeal to the working class 

or that it uses the working class as a base of operations" might 
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be reminded of the lines from The Communist Manifesto in 

which Marx pours scorn on "feudal socialism" in which the 

Aristocracy "in order to rally the people to save them waves a 

proletarian alms bag in front of a banner." 

Marx fully expected the proletariat to look past the alms bag, 

and seeing "on their hindquarters the old feudal coat of alms" 

desert "with loud and irreverent laughter."77 The tragedy of texts 

like Löwy's is that the bureaucracy's "proletarian alms bag" is 

theorized as "the political and programmatic expression of the 

proletariat" and not from ignorance but from a position of full 

knowledge of the barbarities written across its "hindquarters." 

Ernest Mandel for twenty years defined Mao's China as a 

"workers state" with no qualifications, argued that "the Chinese 

Communist Party . . . was striving to destroy capitalism and 

therefore represented a fundamentally proletarian social force."78 

That it was also responsible for some of the worst barbarities of 

the 20th century such as the famine of 1958-1962 in which 30 

million perished and a Gulag in some ways worse than Russia's 

was, for Mandel, not decisive. That it nationalized property was. 

Even Pol Pot's Kampuchea Mandel designated a workers state. 

Perry Anderson theorized the workers-state- as-barbarism, 

arguing, "The iron dictatorship exercised by the Stalinist police 

administrative apparatus over the Soviet proletariat was not 

incompatible with the preservation of the proletarian nature of 

the state itself -- any more than . . . the fascist dictatorship 

exercised over the bourgeois class were with the preservation of 

the nature of the capitalist state" (emphasis added).79Alan 

Woods, theoretician of the Militant Tendency, defending the 

Russian invasion of Afghanistan, could bracket out the national 

rights of the Afghans and the necessarily totalitarian dictatorship 
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brought by the invaders, because, decisively, "the Russian 

bureaucracy is defending new, fundamentally progressive, social 

relations," i.e. nationalized property.80 

From this perspective the idea of a Third Camp is dismissed as, 

once more, "illusory . . . in the face of the real world of political 

struggle by the late 1950s."81 Alan Wald argues that as 

independent nationalist movements were intertwined with 

Stalinism in the post-war world, the ISL demand that they 

"refuse assistance from their only available ally" was 

"unrealistic." But the Third Camp position was not that practical 

assistance be refused from any source, but rather that political 

independence should be maintained. This political independence 

was lost by the Fourth International definitively from 1948 when 

it engaged in what Natalia Trotsky called an "inexcusable 

idealization of the Titoist bureaucracy."82 The dispute between 

anti-Stalinist Marxists about the Third Camp turns upon a prior 

assessment of the class nature of the Soviet Union. Wald 

designates the Soviet Union as an "ally" of revolutionary 

movements, and maintains that the Soviet Union played an 

"important role" in the war because of the "economic and social 

advances that had occurred in the Soviet Union since Stalin's 

triumph."83 He feels the Stalinists proved in Eastern Europe and 

China and Cuba and Vietnam that they could create post-

capitalist societies, progressive as against capitalism, to be 

supported against capitalism, albeit with "bureaucratic 

deformations." This recalls Trotsky's pre-1933 reform 

perspective.84 Looking at the same events the Third Camp saw a 

brutal imperialism engaged in exploiting revolutionary 

movements through political warfare and militarized Stalinist 
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formations crystallizing into exploitative bureaucratic 

collectivist ruling classes. 

  

THE PERSISTENT ILLUSION OF THE DEUTSCHERITE TRADITION 
was that the road to socialism lay through the self-reform of the 

Stalinist Bureaucracy. This illusion often led its believers to side 

with that Bureaucracy against unpredictable popular revolt from 

below, as with Deutscher's opposition to the East Berlin workers 

in 1953. The illusion burnt bright till the bitter end among many 

orthodox Trotskyists influenced by Deutscher. The post-war 

orthodox Trotskyists were actually Deutscherites, hankering 

after Trotsky's pre-1933 perspective that a Workers Russia 

could be reformed. Tariq Ali, who proudly claims to have been 

formed politically by "Isaac Deutscher, Leon Trotsky and Ernest 

Mandel (in that order)" dedicated his 1988 book, Revolution 

From Above to Boris Yeltsin, and claimed to have heard in 

Gorbachev no less than "the authentic voice of the cantankerous 

man in the British museum . . . echoing in the chambers of the 

Kremlin."85 The Third Camp, by contrast, understood that as the 

economic power of the Stalinist ruling class resided in its 

political monopoly, then "even such measures of popular 

political control as are possible under capitalism" were 

impossible as these would disintegrate the economic power of 

the ruling class. Capitalism, because of its disjunction between 

economic base and political superstructure, could exist with 

different political state forms, but Bureaucratic Collectivist 

society could not since, as Shachtman pointed out, "the 

introduction of political democracy of any meaningful sort 

automatically means the dissolution of economic exploitation." 

The political form of bureaucratic collectivism, said Draper, "is 

https://web.archive.org/web/20080512005311/http:/www.wpunj.edu:80/newpol/issue27/johnso27.htm#n85


necessarily not only that of a dictatorship but also totalitarian 

(i.e. intolerant of any and all independent centers of power in the 

country) and not only oppressive but terroristic."86 Through the 

prism of its juridical illusion the orthodox Trotskyists saw anti-

capitalism as progressive in and of itself, and as congealed in 

nationalized property. It was natural, therefore, to look to reform 

currents in the bureaucracy to bring into line a socialist base 

with an inappropriate political superstructure. 

Such politically corrosive illusions were impossible for the 

adherent of bureaucratic collectivism as she rejected the idea at 

the heart of Trotsky's theory, that the bureaucracy was in 

wracking contradiction with the "proletarian economy," i.e. the 

nationalized property. This notion was, fantastically, retained by 

the orthodox even after the creation by Stalinist forces over a 

large part of the globe of replica "proletarian economy." In fact, 

as Draper made clear, "The police state is the superstructure that 

is not only appropriate to but required by an economy based on 

nationalized property owned by a bureaucratic class."87 The 

specific contradictions of bureaucratic collectivist society were 

shown to produce these illusory hopes in the "reforming 

bureaucracy." Draper pointed out that the bureaucracy was 

repeatedly forced to try and resolve the economic contradictions 

of totalitarianism through a "cycle of repression and relaxation." 

The bureaucracy tries to "escape the discipline of centralised 

authority" by liberalization, producing both the wave of illusion 

in its self-reforming capacity and the very popular energies 

which erode its own political and hence economic monopoly. 

The cycle is completed when the bureaucracy "finds it needs the 

whip for its own good."88 
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The Third Camp After Stalinism 

IN 1958 A VARIETY OF THIRD CAMP GROUPS, INCLUDING THE WP-

ISL signed a statement titled "Stalinism is not Socialism!" But 

Hal Draper discovered that whether he looked at the educational 

dictatorships proposed by Babeuf, Buonarroti, Blanqui or 

Bakunin, the elitism of Saint-Simon, Lasalle or Bellamy, the 

philanthropy of Owen, Fourier or Cabet, the plannism of the 

Webbs, or the statism of Bernstein, it turned out that Stalinism 

had a strong claim to represent the dominant "soul" of socialism: 

collectivism without democracy. Socialism from below, he 

argued, was limited to a handful of figures such as the founders 

Karl Marx, the "democratic extremist," and Friedrich Engels, 

William Morris, Rosa Luxemburg, Eugene Debs, and, until the 

counter-revolution, the Bolshevik tradition. Such marginality 

has a social cause. Before the rise of the working class only the 

Octroyal principle -- the handing down of changes from above -- 

was imaginable, though there was a tradition of magnificent 

anticipators of the principle of self-emancipation such as 

Thomas Munzer, the leader of the revolutionary wing of the 

German Reformation and Gerrard Winstanley, the 17th century 

English revolutionary. Even in the epoch of the working class, 

non-revolutionary periods predominate when hopes for social 

change are dominated by Looking Up to The Powers That Be. 

The post-war world was dominated by two truly gargantuan 

Powers That Be, headquartered in Washington and Moscow, 

bestriding the globe like two colossi. The marginalized and 

dissident tradition of Independent Socialism in the U.S.A. 

steered a course between each by the creative development, in 

the conditions of its own time, of the historic alternative to the 

octroyal principle: self-emancipation and democratic 



internationalism. It would be false to claim that they were able 

to do more than make propaganda for the Third Camp, to 

renovate key theoretical ideas and provide a "fixed firm point" 

for a contemporary democratic internationalism. It was 

impossible to win popular social forces in this period. But we 

have much to learn from this history. In particular we can learn 

from the method of the Third Camp in our efforts to develop a 

democratic internationalism in the post-Cold War world. 

The collapse of the Stalinist bloc has produced a "fluid world" in 

which "regional powers are more likely to take risks," the U.S. 

and its allies are relatively unconstrained in the brutality of their 

interventions to contain and defeat any attempt at regional 

expansion by sub-imperialist powers,89 and the implosion of 

multi-ethnic Stalinist states has unleashed a wave of nationalist 

struggles, often led by elites seeking to protect their privileges 

and derail worker solidarity amid economic turmoil. The sub-

imperialisms are fully independent capitalist states. Many aspire 

to, or already exercise, a sub- imperialist role in their own 

region. But their political independence cannot, of course, win 

them economic independence in a global capitalist economy. 

Hierarchical relationships between competing capitalist states 

are inevitable and these have never been a reason for socialists 

to call on the working class to support the weaker capitalist state 

against the stronger in the wars which result. Such conflicts 

were largely "frozen" in the Cold War as each side submitted to 

the hegemony of the bloc leader, the U.S. or Russia. In the post-

Communist world, sub-imperialisms are indeed taking risks and 

engaging in wars of competitive expansion as each tries to 

dominate neighbors, or even its region, as in Iraq's invasion of 

Kuwait, while ethnic nationalisms frozen during the Cold War 
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are being rediscovered, often cynically by elites seeking to carve 

out, by ethnic cleansing and war, new nation states, as in the 

former Yugoslavia. In these wars the U.S. will intervene to 

contain the conflict, and to preserve and extend its own 

overarching hegemony within the capitalist state system. U.S. 

policy may be to stop any one sub-imperialism gaining a 

decisive advantage in a region, witness U.S. policy throughout 

the Iran-Iraq war, or to stop any sub-imperialism getting out of 

control and asserting its own independent interests without 

regard to Washington, as in the Gulf War of 1991. Such 

interventions are also used to pursue U.S. hegemony in Europe 

by establishing European reliance upon NATO and NATO 

hegemony globally. 

In these post-Communist conflicts the Third Camp is established 

by a reasoned refusal of critical support for either anti-working 

class camp. Socialists oppose the camp of U.S. imperialism and 

the camp of semi-imperialist thugs such as Saddam Hussein or 

ethnic cleansers like Slobodan Milosevic pursuing his Greater 

Serbia over the bodies of the Kosovar people. But, just as in the 

Cold War-period this is not a politics of neutrality. The purpose 

of this double rejection is to clear the political space in which a 

positive alternative to both can be mapped: the Third Camp of 

Independent Socialism. 

  

FIRST, THE THIRD CAMP WILL TODAY REFUSE CRITICAL 

SUPPORT to the likes of Saddam on the grounds that he is an 

"objective anti-imperialist" when his sub-imperial ambitions 

collide with the U.S. This truly tragic mistake involves treating 

economic inequalities between weaker and stronger capitals as a 



kind of proxy for the question of national self-determination. To 

do so is to invert the error made by Rosa Luxemburg. Lenin 

criticized Luxemburg for concluding from the impossibility of 

small nations being economically independent that the question 

of their political self-determination was irrelevant. The 

contemporary inversion of that error is to see in the economic 

dependence of politically independent sub- imperialist nations a 

ground for ascribing progressive and anti-imperialist qualities to 

their conflicts with the U.S. 

There is absolutely no analogy to be drawn between the 

revolutionary nationalist struggles and wars of national 

liberation which Lenin urged socialists to support and wars 

between the U.S. and the sub-imperialist powers such as Iraq. 

Self-determination, said Lenin, "cannot, from a historico-

economic point of view, have any other meaning than political 

self-determination, state independence, and the formation of a 

national state."90 There is no analogy between struggles for these 

ends and the efforts of sub-imperialist predators to expand their 

military might, territory and economic power. Lenin urged the 

working class to preserve its political independence but to 

support wars of national liberation because the workers had an 

interest in the positive political content of such wars: national 

self-determination, the clearing of the decks for the free 

development of the class struggle. 

Once socialists eliminate the question of national self-

determination then the road is clear to call upon the working 

class to forget its independent stance and take the side of every 

sub-imperialist dictator who ends up in a war with the U.S., or 

with a competitor sub-imperialism backed, for its own selfish 
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strategic reasons, for now, by the U.S. Such conflicts do not 

involve questions of national liberation and political 

independence. The working class has no positive interest in 

these wars. The politics of which such wars are a continuation 

are reactionary on both sides. For socialists to side with the 

weaker power, and to call on the working class to fight and die 

in these wars, amounts to a loss of working class political 

independence, a submerging of the "firm fixed point" of the 

Third Camp. 

To call such wars "anti-imperialist" is meaningless. "Anti-

imperialism" today can only rationally mean national liberation. 

And the only rational meaning "anti- imperialism" can have in 

politically independent sub-imperialisms like Iran, Iraq, and 

Argentina is working class struggle against the native ruling 

class and the international capitalist system it stands in and for. 

The post Communist world cannot be reduced to a manichean 

struggle between "Imperialism" and "Anti-Imperialism." There 

is no "anti- imperialist camp" in which the working class merges 

its forces with General Galtieri, the Mullahs of Iran, the Serb 

chauvinism of Slobodan Milosevic or Islamic fundamentalist 

forces. The latter, especially, can indeed become a magnet for 

the poor and oppressed, as a reaction to Great Power 

imperialism, but so, in its day, could Stalinism. Socialists cancel 

themselves out if they support such forces in wars with the 

major powers when no question of national self-determination is 

involved. Revolutionary politics involves more than just putting 

a plus sign where the U.S. State Department puts a negative, to 

paraphrase Trotsky. 



The idea that when a brutal sub-imperialist power such as 

Saddam Hussein's Iraq "takes risks" to advance its own power 

and revenues by invading a weaker bordering country, then 

socialists are obliged to call upon the working class to side with 

and support militarily that sub-imperialism, to be for its war, to 

die in its war, to kill in its war, is a long way from Lenin's 

approach. To confuse the national liberation struggles of 

yesterday with the sub-imperialist expansionary wars of today is 

fatal for the ability of socialists to fight for the political 

independence of the working class. The dangers were illustrated 

in the Iran-Iraq war. When the U.S. began to side with Iraq in 

the later stages of the war, helping to defeat Iran, some socialists 

argued that Iran's war was an "anti- imperialist" war and should 

be continued to victory. But this was a war which had been 

fought with human waves which matched the barbarism of the 

Somme. 100,000 were slaughtered in two futile attempts to take 

Basra. Chemical gas turned Kurdish villages into ghost towns. 

$35 billion of missiles and bombs rained down on Iraqi and 

Iranian workers. One million were killed. State militarization 

was entrenched and internal repression heightened on both sides. 

The politics of which this barbaric war was a continuation were 

clear: the war was being fought, on both sides, for the interests 

of the sub-imperialist Iranian and Iraqi ruling classes. Workers 

on both sides had no interest in its bloody continuation. In fact, 

as the socialist writer Mayam Poya pointed out, "The counter-

revolution was pushed forward under the guise of Khomeni's 

phony anti- imperialism and consolidated with the development 

of the Gulf War . . . The war . . . provided the perfect cover for 

the regimes wiping out of any remnants of left-wing 

opposition."91 
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If "anti-imperialism" is defined as whatever, at any given 

moment, is in conflict with the U.S., then one's politics are 

defined negatively, but decisively, by the actions of the U.S. An 

independent working class judgement on events is impossible. 

Moreover, a socialist policy toward a war between two sub-

imperialisms will be blown about with every tilt in U.S. 

containment strategy, and socialists end up rather like those 

leaves imagined by Wittgenstein which say, "Now I'll go this 

way . . . now I'll go that way" as the wind blows them. In fact 

the American raid deployment force had been in the Gulf from 

the start. The U.S. had armed Iran to the tune of $2.5 billion as 

well as arming Iraq. Indeed, in 1987 the U.S. increased Iran's 

military advantage over Iraq by funnelling arms through Israel. 

So, when the U.S. sent warships to the Gulf to prevent an 

Iranian victory this was a continuation of its policy of 

containment: avoiding a clear winner and a dominant regional 

power. 

  

A PARALLEL REACTION AMONG MANY ON THE LEFT -- the so-

called B52 Liberals or Stealth Socialists -- has been to look to 

the military power of the United States and NATO to police the 

globe in defense of human rights. This reaction is a reprise of 

the A.D.A. of the 1950s which, after condemning the latest 

"mistake" in U.S. foreign policy, would then call on the U.S. 

government to lead a social revolution in Asia. Hal Draper's 

reaction at the time -- "How naive is a liberal allowed to be?" -- 

must be ours today. The Third Camp will continue to be defined 

by the refusal, when resisting one reactionary social force, to 

place reliance upon another reactionary social force as a lesser 



evil. At the ISL 1957 convention, when Max Shachtman called 

for the U.S. to arm the Hungarian revolutionists, Draper led the 

successful opposition and wrote of the political meaning of the 

debate: 

In brief, the point is not our attitude toward the revolution, but 

our attitude toward our own imperialist government. We cannot 

take political responsibility for any military intervention by this 

government, and therefore cannot raise as a demand that which 

we cannot support.92 

The Third Camp during the Cold War indicted the A-Bomb as 

the enemy of the anti- Stalinist revolt and posed a democratic 

foreign policy and political warfare as the alternative. Today that 

approach means opposition to NATO bombing so that the 

Serbian people can oust Milosevic. NATO military power has 

damaged the political opposition to Milosevic. The veteran BBC 

correspondent, John Simpson, has been bullied by Tony Blair's 

spin doctor, Alistair Campbell, for telling some old Third Camp 

truths such as, "Every bomb that lands here strengthens Mr 

Milosevic." Simpson reported that the angriest Serbs are "the 

young twenty-somethings who speak English, admire Britain 

and the U.S., and have demonstrated against Milosevic in the 

past. They now feel utterly betrayed." Supporting NATO 

strengthens the efforts of the United States to extend its global 

hegemony often in the most barbaric forms. In its bombing 

campaign in Serbia NATO is using bombs tipped with depleted 

uranium (DU). The International Atomic Energy Agency 

(IAEA) says if 50 tons of DU dust were released in Iraq it would 

kill half a million people of cancer. Perhaps as much as 700-900 

tons of DU were used by NATO in the Gulf War. Leukemia has 
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increased seven-fold in Iraq. Iraqi children have been born 

without eyes, limbs, genitalia. Felicity Arbuthnot, a journalist 

who has documented the effects of the DU in Iraq has written of 

"an epidemic of birth defects and cancers." The Third Camp 

critique of calls for "World Government," ripped out of the 

wider socialist program, remain valid today as a critique of 

widespread illusions about the United Nations. The task of 

socialists is not to indulge the fantasy that the UN is some kind 

of world-government in the making but to expose the hegemony 

of the Great Powers over it. Indeed the warning issued by the 

Third Camp in an earlier period, that the U.S. would only 

support that "world government" over which it exercised 

hegemony is, in the post-Communist world, of immediate and 

practical importance. 

The Third Camp Today 

DESPITE THE MANY DIFFERENCES BETWEEN THE TWO POSITIONS 
we have examined, those who support expansionary sub- 

imperialisms as "objectively anti-imperialist," and those who 

support U.S. imperialism and NATO as a bulwark of human 

rights employ a similar method. Both grant an objectively 

progressive role to reactionary forces, develop a defensism on 

that basis, and, consequently, lose the "firm fixed point" of the 

Third Camp: the political independence of the working class. 

The method was summed up by Hal Draper in the following 

terms: "our position on a given war is based on our analysis of 

the social and political character of the contestants, not on what 

they may do or how they may act, but on what they are." Draper 

characterized this as "the methodology of pro-war socialism," 

leading socialists to support any and every country in conflict 

with Stalinist totalitarianism because the latter was viewed as 



"such an overriding danger to all things good that any power that 

counters it must be supported."93 Is this not exactly the method 

which today leads some socialists to support the wars of sub-

imperialist tyrants on the grounds that U.S. Imperialism is the 

"overriding danger"? The Third Camp was born resisting this 

pro-war method in 1939-40. Though Russia's invasions of 

Poland and Finland were a continuation of a reactionary political 

policy the Trotskyists supported Russia because it was 

supposedly socially preferable to its enemies. The alleged social 

nature of the regime was decisive for them. Draper regularly 

employed the following bald summary of the Third Camp 

methodology on the war question: "War is the continuation of 

politics by other, forceful, means. Our position on a concrete 

war is based on our position toward the politics of which it is the 

continuation."94 A concrete analysis of those politics will 

certainly take into account the social nature of the regime as one 

of the data and as establishing the boundaries of possibilities. 

The concrete analysis will determine which of these possibilities 

are present in this war and will be shaped by two overriding 

considerations, consistent political democracy and self-

emancipation. 

  

THE RIGHT OF NATIONS TO SELF-DETERMINATION IS PART AND 

PARCEL of the right of peoples to decide their own destiny. It is 

the external counterpart for the internal demand for democratic 

government and self- control. It is, as Dabat and Lorenzano put 

it, "a political claim of a democratic character which has nothing 

to do with economic or cultural nationalism"95 and it is as such 

that it remains an essential component of any Third Camp 

program. But the right to self-determination is meaningless 
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without the right to secession and the right to armed self-

defense. Lenin was clear that "when national oppression and 

national freedom make joint life absolutely intolerable 

[then] . . . .the interests of . . . the class struggle will be best 

served by secession."96 Lenin, of course, favored a free union 

between states in a socialist federation but reminded all 

socialists that, "a free union is a lying phrase without the right to 

secession."97 Moreover, the fact that Third Camp socialists 

refuse all reliance upon U.S. or British governments does not 

effect at all the right of an oppressed and resisting people, 

fighting for their liberation, to get arms where they can. 

If socialists follow Trotsky's dictum that the oppressed are "not 

only the object but also the subject of politics," then they cannot 

oppose the arming of, for instance, the Kosovan resistance to 

Milosevic. For if the Kosovars are not to rely on NATO then the 

practical alternative is to rely upon themselves and to call upon 

their fellow workers in Serbia to defend the Kosovan right to 

self-defense and secession. And, to paraphrase Marx about 

English workers and the question of Irish independence, if the 

Serbian workers remain "tied to the leading strings" of 

Milosevic on the question of Kosovo then they will "never be 

able to do anything." While NATO bombing pushes all Serbs 

into the national front headed by Milosevic, a democratic 

foreign policy would aid the breaking of these strings by 

working with and strengthening the wide range of Serb 

opposition, trade union and civil society groups who issued an 

Appeal on April 6, 1999, emphasizing that "we have always 

raised our voices against the repression of the Kosovo 

Albanians" but that "NATO military intervention has 

undermined the results we have achieved." To take their 
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emancipation into their own hands is the Kosovars's only 

alternative to NATO's subordination of the Kosovan resistance 

to NATO maneuvering for NATO hegemony in the region. The 

current bombing campaign was not intended to destroy but to 

preserve Milosevic as a junior partner to the U.S. in the region, 

by "bringing him to his senses." The U.S. is uninterested in the 

Kosovar refugees, as the military strategy makes clear each day, 

opposes an independent Kosovo, and will leave a displaced 

people in Gaza-like camps. If socialists oppose Kosovan 

reliance upon NATO then they cannot also oppose the Kosovan 

efforts to free themselves from reliance upon NATO, especially 

at a time when the Kosovars are being destroyed as a people, 

driven out and massacred. In this situation we might recall 

Lenin's comments that "whoever does not recognize and 

champion the equality of nations and does not fight against all 

national oppression and inequality is not a Marxist; he is not 

even a democrat" and that socialists only welcome that 

assimilation of nations "which is not founded on force or 

privilege."98 Socialists should champion an independent Kosovo. 

  

JULIUS JACOBSON, IN 1986, IN THE FIRST ISSUE OF THE NEW 

SERIES OF New Politics, defended the Third Camp against the 

charge that it was built on nothing but delusion and piety by 

pointing to a living tradition of class consciousness, embodied in 

such movements as COSATU and Solidarnosc, to the vitality of 

the Peace Movements which escaped the control of either war 

camp, to the continuing instabilities and barbarities of capitalism 

and, presciently, to the fragility of totalitarian collectivism. The 

contemporary meaning of the Third Camp is the ever resurgent 

effort to bring into being a democratic socialist alternative to 
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NATO and Milosevic.99 Sixty years ago Max Shachtman said 

the task of socialists was to "train and prepare" a third force that 

could "settle accounts with both" war camps. It still is. 
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Theory /Practice 
by Raya Dunayevskaya 

This Theory /Practice column, entitled "On Politi
cal Divides and Philosophic New Beginnings," 
was completed on June 5, 1987. It is the last writ
ing from her pen. 

The abysmal lower depths that the Reagan 
retrogression has sunk the world into through
out the seven years of this decade has polluted 
the ideological air, not only of the ruling class, 
but has penetrated the Left itself. Such a deep 
retrogression urgently demands that, along with 
the economic and political tasks facing us, we 
look for philosophic new beginnings. 

In the midst of the work I am doing on my 
new book, Dialectics of Organizat ion and 
Philosophy, I have been digging into research 
on two opposed forms of organization—that is, 
our opposition to the vanguard party-to-lead, 
and our support of forms of organization born 
out of the spontaneous activity of the masses. 
Suddenly I realized that the relationship be
tween these two opposed forms was exactly 
what I had posed back in 1982, on the eve of 
the publication of my third book, Rosa Luxem
burg, Women's Liberation and Marx's Philos
ophy of Revolution. I then (September, 1982) 
added a paragraph to Chapter 12 of that just-
completed work. It was this articulation, which 
I reached only after the book was completed, 
that made me feel that the process of working 
out such questions demanded a book unto it
self. 

This became even clearer when I realized 
that though the book was already at the print
er, and had dealt with forms of organization 
both in Marx's day and in the early 20th cen
tury—with Lenin, Luxemburg, and the council 
communists—I nevertheless felt compelled to 
write a Philosophic-Political Letter to my col
leagues on this subject. I called it: "On the 
Battle of Ideas: Philosophic-Theoretic Points of 
Departure as Political Tendencies Respond to 
the Objective Situation" (October, 1982). Here 
I would like to take up two points from the 
Letter, which begins: 

I am taking advantage of the fact that we do 
not yet have the new book in hand, which will 
plunge us into so many activities that we will have 
a tendency to forget "abstract" philosophic points 
of departure... 

I returned to the final Chapter 12 of Rosa 
Luxemburg, Women's Liberation and Marx's Philoso
phy of Revolution. Its penultimate paragraph read: 

It isn't because we are any "smarter" that we 
can see so much more than other post-Marx 
Marxists. Rather, it is because of the maturity of 
our age. It is true that other post-Marx Marxists 
have rested on a truncated Marxism; it is equally 
true that no other generation could have seen the 
problematic of our age, much less solve our prob
lems. Only live human beings can recreate the 
revolutionary dialectic forever anew. And these 
live human beings must do so in theory as well as 
in practice. It is not a question only of meeting 
the challenge from practice, but of being able to 
meet the challenge from the self-development of 
the Idea, and of deepening theory to the point 
where it reaches Marx's concept of the philosophy 
of "revolution in permanence." 

It was at that point that I asked that the following 
paragraph be added: 

This is the further challenge to the form of organization 
which we have worked out as the committee-form rather 
than the "party-to-lead." But, though committee-form and 
"party-to-lead" are opposites, they are not absolute oppo-
sites. At the point when the theoretic-form reaches philoso
phy, the challenge demands that we synthesize not only the 
new relations of theory to practice, and all the forces of rev
olution, but philosophy's "suffering, patience and labor of 
tiie negative," i.e. experiencing absolute negativity. Then 
and only then will we succeed in a revolution that will 
acheive a class-less, non-racist, non-sexist, truly human, tru
ly new society. That which Hegel judged to be the synthesis 
of the "Self-T/unking Idea" and the "Self-Bringing-Forth of 
Liberty," Marxist-Humanism holds, is what Marx had 
called the new society. The many paths to get there are not 
easy to work out. 

I also suggested an addition to the Introduction of the 
book, to be added directly after I pointed out that "Just 

(continued on page 12) 

Memorial Meeting 
Saturday, July 25 

Newman Center 
University of Illinois 

700 S. Morgan, Chicago 

Archives Exhibit 
on her life and work, 

on loan from the Wayne State 
University Archives of Labor 
and Urban Affairs in Detroit 

opens 12:00 Noon 

Memorial Meeting 
starts 2:00 pm 

Sponsored by NEWS and LETTERS COMMITTEES; 
for more information, call (312) 663-0839 

T h e m o r e t h a n 60 years of R a y a Duna-
yevskaya 's life in t h e revolut ionary move
m e n t overflow with such passionate and 
ph i losoph ic e n g a g e m e n t in t h e h u m a n 
struggles for freedom in our time, that they not 
only illuminate the present, but reach toward 
humanity's future. Everyone remembers when 
they first "met" Raya—whether in person, in 
lectures, on TV, on the picket line, through 
reading one of her books or pamphlets, or in 
the pages of News & Letters. That first experi
ence with the founder of a whole new philoso
phy for our age, Marxist-Humanism, was never 
forgotten, because Raya's passion for human 
liberation, her determination to see it actually ' 
become reality, and the uniqueness of her con
cept of the Idea of freedom, was what each one 
caught. That was true whether the encounter 
took place in a village in The Gambia, West 
Africa; at a gathering of autoworkers in De
troit; at a discussion with Women's Liberation-
ists; or at a conference of Hegel scholars. 

What Raya Dunayevskaya expressed as "the 
new that characterizes our era, the 'energizing 
principle,'" can serve equally well to describe 
the "energizing principle" of her own life and 
work: 

"The transformation of reality has a dia
lectic all its own. It demands a unity of the 
struggles for freedom with a philosophy of 
liberation. Only then does the elemental re
volt release new sensibilities, new passions, 
and new forces—a whole new human di
mension." (Philosophy and Revolution, 
1973, p. 292) 
Dunayevskaya's opposition to all forms of 

human oppression, whether in capitalist coun
tries, or in those calling themselves Communistf 
brought forth her ceaseless participation in 
freedom movements and her deep digging into 
philosophy. It led her to single out the specific 
"new passions and new forces" of the post-
World War II world—Blacks, rank-and-file 
workers, women, and anti-war youth. It im
pelled her deep probing of contradictions with
in revolutions, as she constantly posed the ques
tion: "What happens after the revolution?" 

What she characterized in her last years as a 
"changed world," which began with Reagan's 
invasion of Grenada, and which deepened with 
his bombing of Libya and threats to Nicaragua, 
meant for her both an intensification of activity 
and a new digging to work out all dimensions 
of her philosophy of liberation. Just a year ago 
she wrote: 

"The changed world of today is expressed on the one 
hand in the great new uprisings in South Africa, 
South Korea, Haiti and the Philippines, and on the 
other, in its exact opposite—counter-revolution spear
headed by Ronald Reagan, including the most omi
nous U.S. imperialist adventures in Libya. It is this 
which makes it urgent not alone to fight Reaganism, 
but to create new visions of the future in the present." 
(The Myriad Global Crises of the 1980s and the 
Nuclear World Since World War II, 1986, p. 2) 

The new visions of the future that Raya left us from 
her work in the 1980s are rooted in her re-discovery of 
Marx's Marxism in its original form as a "new Human
ism," and in her re-creation of that philosophy for our 
age as "Marxist-Humanism." That arduous trek in
volved first clearing away the debris accumulated under 
the name of "Marxism" since Marx. 

THE SINGLE DIALECTIC OF 
THOUGHT AND ACTION IN THE 
CREATION OF MARXIST-HUMANISM 

Out of World War II came a profound crisis in the 
Marxist movement, as new revolutionary forces ap
peared in the Third World, in Black America, among 
rank-and-file workers and youth just released from the 
armed forces, and among women brought into the facto
ries for war production and then forced out again at the 
end of the war. In response to the failure of Marxist 
tendencies to face up to the new realities of the post-
World War II world, Dunayevskaya turned to Marx's 
archives. She translated his 1844 Humanist Essays for 
herself, and then published them for the first time in 
English as an appendix to her 1957 work, Marxism and 
Freedom. There is no better way to get a sense of the 
newness of that original 1957 work, which Herbert Mar-
cuse—whom Raya called her "friendly enemy"—termed 
"an oasis in the desert of Marxist thought,," than to 

(continued on page S) 
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Dunayevskaya's unique concept of Women's Liberation... 
Illuminates the present and road to the future 

New York, N.Y.—I may be the luckiest person 
on earth. I'm young enough yet to live to see world rev
olution, and old enough to have lived through many 
years of the development of Raya Dunayevskaya's 
Marxist-Humanism. l ived through is the right phrase, 
for my whole adult life has been formed by the knowl
edge and vision of a philosophy so grounded in reality 
and so permeated with the future, that I believe I have 
been made continuously new and grand. 

I met News and Letters in the mid-1960s, when I was 
young, in college and in the Civil Rights Movement. 
The Black movement's mass nature and concept of free
dom had captured my heart. But I might have become 
any New or Old Left activist. I met News and Letters, 
and Marxist-Humanism made sense—a philosophy 
which explained the world and changed it too. 

The attraction was immediate. The comprehension 
will take the rest of my life, as it took all of Raya's. 
The founder of the philosophy did not consider it fin
ished; she expected all of us to contribute to it. "Ex
pected" is too mild a word. It is part and parcel of 
her view: the necessity for the dual movements, from 
practice to theory and from theory to practice, to 
come together, means all of us becoming philoso
phers. 

Working with her, being with her and hearing her 
think and recollect and project, was a joy. I had it easy. 
She had to break with everyone and everything that 
she had been taught: from Engels and Bebel on women; 
from Kautsky and Stalin and Trotsky on Marx; from 
C.L.R. James and male chauvinism; from vanguardism 
and anti-philosophy. I had been taught none of that. 
Oh, I had to break with pragmatism and elitism and an 
administrative mentality, like everyone else in this soci
ety. But I "grew up" free and comfortable in News and 
Letters Committees, with workers and Blacks and wom
en who were thinkers and writers and leaders. 

Feminists of my generation: do you remember when 
your "consciousness" was "raised"? Do you remember 
how it felt, like a curtain or series of curtains going up, 

'Opened world of ideas' 
Queens, N.Y.—It was in 1950, at a Socialist Work

ers Party event, that a young woman with long dark 
hair came up to me and introduced herself as Freddie 
Forest. She did not ask me what tendency I belonged to 
but proceeded to ask me why I didn't do some work on 
the women's movement of the 19th century, giving me 
names and dates, to begin to dig into women's history. 

You see, where the socialists didn't even think of 
women as a force of revolution, Raya never forgot their 
history and knew that they would create something 
anew. Although it was not until the new Women's Lib
eration Movement of the '70s burst forth that she creat
ed the slogan "Women as Force and as Reason," she 
believed in the reason of ordinary people from the be
ginning. 

Her genius lay not alone in diving into and grasping 
Marx's Marxism and Hegel's philosophy but in seeing 
reason in the masses and in individuals reaching for 
freedom. 

Dear Raya, you opened up the world of reality and 
the world of ideas (never allowing the two to be sepa
rated) to a young Italian working-class woman from As
toria. You touched me like no one else has ever done. 
You showed me not only that I could write for a revo
lutionary paper but that it would be important. 

For over 30 years you challenged all of us to meet the 
challenge from the great revolutionary upheavals, as 
well as from the counter-revolution. And all along the 
way you challenged us to meet you as philosopher. 

Dear Raya, you leave us with so many questions un
answered. The inner turmoil can only be quieted by 
meeting this greatest of all challenges. Only history will 
tell if we succeed. 

Dear Raya, the world will not see the likes of you 
again. 

Dear Raya, I miss you. 
—Angela Terrano, 

co-author, Working Women for Freedom 

stripping off ever-more layers of the dominant ideology 
and revealing a whole different truth? Well, that hap
pened to me too, but it also happened before and after 
the rise of the women's movement, with everything I 
read or heard from Raya Dunayevskaya. 

When the objective situation was bad, Raya dug 
deep for the forces who would oppose it. When they 
appeared, she rejoiced and recognized and wrote, 
helped and prodded and critiqued, urged them to 
universalize their experiences, urged them to become 
philosophers. Sometimes she expressed what was 
revolutionary in them better than they did them
selves. All her analyses illuminated the present and 
pointed the road to the future. 

The frontispiece to her Philosophy and Revolution, 
that beautiful quote from Marx about people someday 
being "in the absolute movement of becoming," was his 
vision of free men and women after the revolution. 
Raya said it would take a whole new generation, after 
revolution had swept away this society's "mind-forged 
manacles" (a phrase she loved from William Blake), to 
begin to work out the second negation, the positive side 
of revolution. 

Living with her writings, working with such an engag
ing person, was already a pleasure as well as a chal
lenge, already made me feel I was part of an "absolute 
movement of becoming." Thank you, Raya, for me. 

—Anne Jaclard, N&L columnist 

Raya Dunayevskaya wi th Natalia Trotsky, 
Mexico, 1938 

The death of Natalia Sedova Trotsky marks the 
end of the generation that achieved the greatest, and 
only successful, proletarian revolution in history—the 
Russian Revolution in 1917. It has brought into sharp 
focus that other unique phenomenon—the unusual 
role of women in the original Russian Marxist move
ment....! shall remember Natalia as the great revolu
tionary whose thoughts were as majestic as her devo
tion and her daring in speaking out even against 
those who had led the movement her husband had 
founded because nothing at all could stay in the way 
of principles. 

—Raya Dunayevskaya, "In Memoriam: Natalia Se
dova Trotsky," February 1962, from The Raya Du
nayevskaya Collection—Marxist-Humanism: A 
Half-Century of Its World Development, micro
film # 3015. (See ad, p. 9.) 

Mendel LeSueur 
Hudson, Wis.—Yes it is a shock. Such a living 

mind and spirit, and I valued her as a woman theorist 
and activist. She brought a nourishment of thought I 
think of as feminine attributes, especially, certainly, her 
feeling of the rising of the people of the world, and the 
humanism only in the working class. 

I especially value her wonderful illuminations on Rosa 
Luxemburg, who along with Clara Zetkin (made) great 
contributions as women to the struggle. 

She also expressed to me the responsibility as living 
activists in the struggle to contribute and illuminate the 
theory as well as the action, of the complicated labors 
of making a new world. 

I cannot say anyone of such luminous thought is 
gone, is dead. They never die who have the future in 
them. 

Love, Meridel LeSueur 

Rosa Luxemburg, Women's Liberation 
and Marx's Philosophy of Revolution 

Today's Women's Liberation Movement has introduced new 
and unique aspects, previously raised neither by non-Marxists 
nor Marxists. But the very fact that the task remains unfin
ished points to the need to study further Luxemburg's works 
both as feminist and as revolutionary. And that means grap
pling with Marx's works, not just as "writings" but as a phil
osophy of revolution. To do anything short of that impedes the 
development of the Women's Liberation Movement to its full 
potential as Reason as well as force... 

For precisely this reason we must turn to Marx—the whole 
of Marxn Without his philosophy of revolution, neither Wom
en's Liberationists nor the whole of humanity will have discov
ered the ground that will assure the success of the revolution-
—From the Introduction, and Chapter VHI, "The Task 
That Remains to be Done: The Unique and Unfinished 
Contributions of Today's Women's Liberation Move
ment," 1982. 

AdrienneRich 
Santa Cruz, Cat.—It was a deep shock and sor

row to read of Raya Dunayevskaya's death. I have been 
thinking about her a great deal, returning to her books 
to touch again that spirit in her writing which "makes 
revolution irresistible" (in Toni Cade Bambara's 
phrase). I have also been thinking about all of you at 
News & Letters who were her close co-workers, her sis
ters and brothers, who had the privilege of knowing her 
as a person. I had been hoping to meet her. After my 
review ot her work in The Women's Review of Books 
last year we had some correspondence, and she invited 
me to visit her in Chicago. I feel keenly the loss of that 
opportunity, and regret that I never heard her lecture. 

But how much she has "left behind, for all of us to 
draw on and pursue in our several ways'. She wrote me, 
"Revolution in permanence is my passion," and one 
thing I love in her writing is the vigor and persistence 
of that passion. How she kept alive that sense of the 
"transformation of reality" and of "what comes after" 
from decade to decade, how there is no room for de
spair or defeat in her vocabulary, though she can bristle 
with impatience at the short-sighted and the petty. She 
went so often to the very heart of the matter, as when I 
she wrote: • "*1 

"To grasp the Black Dimension is to learn a new lan
guage, the language of thought, Black thought. For many, 
this new language will be difficult because they are hard of 
hearing. Hard of hearing because they are not used to this 
type of thought, a language which is both a struggle for 
freedom and the thought of freedom." 
or. 

"It is our generation that has suffered through so many 
transformations into opposite and new tyrannies even after 
the old was overthrown and power won. It is to our genera
tion that what happens 'the day after' became so urgent. It 
is not a question of asking for a blueprint. It is the impera
tiveness for a philosophy that has as its goal not only the *• 
overthrow of the old system, but creation of the new that 
would be truly a classless, non-racist, non-sexist society of 
new human relations.... A new relationship of practice to 
theory demanded also that no single force of revolution tow
er above the others; all new forces of revolution had to be 
synthesized on the day after as well as the day of revolu
tion." 

Dunayevskaya's writings (except perhaps the most 
philosophically technical) impart that energy of joy in 
the struggle which is so essential as we continue, be
cause only through it can we imagine the conditions we 
would choose to live in, the quality of the society we 
are trying to build. 

I will be teaching from her writings and continuing to 
draw on her for inspiration. I look forward to the "In 
Memoriam" issue of News & Letters, and I shall follow 
your on going work with great interest. I also am great
ly interested in seeing—as I hope we shall—the direc
tion of her thinking about the "Dialectics of Organiza
tion and Philosophy." 

In sympathy and solidarity, 
Adrienne Rich 

Getting our heads back 
Chicago, III. —One of the things that so struck me 

about Raya Dunayevskaya when I first met her and 
News and Letters in 1969 when I was a young inde
pendent women's liberationist was a phrase she used 
describing what we were doing: "Women are fighting to 
get their heads back." That meant so much to me be
cause I felt that this society had told me in so many •» 
ways that women couldn't think—that I couldn't think. 
By the time I was 24 years old, I believed it. 

That is why Raya's emphasis on self-development 
was always so important to me. When I moved to Chi
cago in 1976, I began to write women's liberation col
umns for News & Letters and in 1980 Raya wrote me 
because she wanted me to expand my writing for the 
paper. She wrote me, "Just dig deep into yourself." And 
"do not underestimate yourself.... just talk to yourself, 
and you will be surprised to find that once you begin 
answering yourself and seeing the dialectic, that is to 
say, whether one thing flows naturally from another, 
you will come up with the most brilliant columns." She 
knew just what to say to someone who, even after 10 
years, was still fighting to get her head back. 

What was tremendously exciting about a relationship 
with her was that she saw our self-development as 
being more than us alone. We represented a movement 
to Raya so that my conversations with her let her know 
something about the Women's Liberation Movement. 
Even my mistakes were useful and told her something, * 
not because I was profound, but because of the intensi
ty and attitude Raya had to what I said and did. 

The fact that I represented a movement to Raya was 
not dehumanizing. On the contrary. I felt that I was el
evated, and that through my association with Raya I 
truly entered history, became a part of the movement 
in a unique way that would have been impossible with
out her. None of this was separated from her philoso
phy. It was the personal/human expression of the con
cept of the objectivity of subjectivity so that you always 
felt your self-development was not only for yourself, but «. 
by that development you could advance the whole 
movement for freedom. 

That is what Raya Dunayevskaya's own self-develop
ment meant-—the self-development of the movement for 
freedom, indeed, the development of the very idea of 
what freedom is and will be. 

—Terry Moon, 
Women's Liberation columnist, N&L 
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'Raya was a worker's intellectual' 
Dearborn, Mich.—As a sensitive young assembly 

worker at the Ford Rouge plant in the early 1970s, I be
came radicalized by the very nature of the production 
process. 1 encountered various left political groups 
which I sometimes checked out if their literature didn't 
seem too extreme and "party" advocating. Even the 
"saner" ones usually repelled me as I got involved and 
got to know their beliefs and how they operated. 

When News & Letters was distributed at the plant 
gate, I found a radical paper that was different from the 
others. I began going to News and Letters meetings 
every month. The meetings were open and democratic, 
in which I felt a sense of belonging. The meetings were 
special to me also, because a revolutionary presence ra
diated from Raya. She made the labor movement seem 
alive in that she never was skeptical or pessimistic in 
her thoughts and speech, but instead inspired those 
about her. She helped us realize we have the potential 
and capability to change things for the better. 

She made philosophy and history interesting and 
understandable to average people. When she was not 
conversing with someone personally, she was speak
ing to us as a teacher, as one who enlightens others 

'wi th their gifted intellect. 
Raya's intellect undeniably was one to enlighten and 

Making revolution real 
New York, N.Y.—l first heard Raya in 1976. Our 

shop steward had been fired and some friends told me 
Raya would have some ideas how to help. So I went to 
her talk at Queens College, so concerned about getting 
a lawyer. 

Everything Raya talked was revolution, revolution. I 
had heard of revolution before but it was abstract. Raya 
was taking revolution and putting it right at my feet, 
making it real! And I thought, what am I looking for a 
lawyer for? So I forgot at that time about a lawyer. 

From that time I decided to make a revolution in the 
U.S. I followed Marxist-Humanism from the time 1 
heard Raya. The supervisor has often been very anxious 
to fire me, but has never gotten me out, because Raya's 
ideas are there with me all the time, working with the 
mass of the people. —Runa, Latino worker 

Marxist-Humanist Archives 
The whole point is that Automation, as the new 

stage of production, has produced two opposite class 
reactions. On the one side stands not only the capital
ist but also the intellectual who thinks that all the 
productivity now comes from the machine, not man, 
that "scientism" is classless. On the other side stands 
the proletariat who not only shows that Automation 
has not lightened labor, not only has created the ever 
lengthening line of the unemployed even though, for 
the moment, hidden by militarization and actual war, 
but, above all, tends further to separate the mental 
from the manual powers. He therefore asks: what kind 
of labor should man do? Why the division between 
mental and manual? How to reconstitute the wholeness 
of man? We concluded that it was not accidental that 
tile "backward worker," not the advanced, party-mind
ed intellectual, even when he is a Marxist, raised the 
question of Humanism, made it the urgent question of 
the day. 
—Letters by Raya Dunayevskaya which accompa
nied Draft Chapters of Philosophy and Revolution 
Volume VII 1968-1973—Objective Cr ises Com
pel l ing Theore t ic Clarification of Revolut ion, 
Culmina t ing in t h e W o r k A r o u n d Phi losophy 
a n d Revolution, microfilm #4289 

Always deeper and lower 
Los Angeles, Cal.—As a Black worker, it is hard 

for me to believe Raya's powerful "rank-and-file" pres
ence is no longer with us anymore. I can visualize Raya 
on a platform, speaking from her heart, with her hands 
waving, expressing her passion and love for freedom. It 
is hard to imagine that she is gone. 

She w a s a leader and founder of an organization of 
Marxist-Humanists. In a historic sense, I respect 
Raya for holding on to her rank-and-file sensitivity, 
which most " leaders" lose in their race to the fore
front of a movement. But Raya knew where ideas of 
freedom come from and held onto tha t concept of 
going lower and deeper into the most oppressed lay
ers of the population where the Idea of Freedom will 
t ake on its most concrete form. 

News and Letters Committees at its founding in 1955 
was created with a Black production worker, the late 
Charles Denby, as editor of the newspaper. I felt we 
were the only Marxist organization in the world to have 
this new beginning! 

This is part of the reason why I joined News and 
Letters Committees in 1979, on the basis of the Black 
Consciousness dimension as in a Frantz Fanon, and the 
labor struggle; but it took years before I consciously 
recognized my attraction to the Marxist- Hegelian dialec
tic that Raya pounded into our subconscious minds. 
Only then did I find the truth for Black and labor, 
which cannot be separated from a philosophy of revolu
tion which is internal to its existence, but must be made 
explicit and worked out for today. 

—Gene Ford, 
Los Angeles Local Committee 

educate, yet no matter what level of understanding 
workers entered her life, she was never condescending 
or aloof. She was approachable and truly listened. Our 
problems and difficulties she embraced as hers. Is this 
not an essence of being human?—to care. She gave a 
damn and then some. 

Raya was a worker's intellectual, of and for working 
people, as are her works that will remain and be read 
by workers throughout the world, who seek solutions to 
the problems we mutually confront. 

My life and many, many others have benefited from 
her teachings for we can relate with people the world 
over as fellow beings in a truly human way. Help and 
understanding can strengthen the world labor move
ment far more than fear and hatred, and this, I feel, is 
how Marxist-Humanism is helping advance humanity 
universally. —Joseph Blough 

Raya Dunayevskaya with Yoshimasa Yukiyama, 
translator of Japanese edition of Marxism and 
Freedom, and Charles Denby, editor of News & 
Letters and author of Indignant Heart: A Black 
Worker's Journal, a t t he News & Le t t e r s 
Black/Red Conference, 1969. 

"The 75 years of Charles Denby's life are so full of 
class struggles, Black revolts, freedom movements that 
they illuminate not only the present but cast a light 
even on the future...! first met Denby in 1948 when he 
had already become a leader of wildcats, a politico, 
but the talk I heard him give on tenant farming in the 
South and factory work in the North was far from 
being a political speech. Listening to him you felt you 
were witnessing an individual life that was somehow 
universal, and that touched you personally." 

^ - R a y a Dunayevskaya , Memoria l i ssue for 
Char les Denby, Worker-Edi tor , November , 1983 

Staying on the trail 
Grand Forks, N.D.—I never met Raya—at least 

not that I recall and I gather that, if I had, I'd remem
ber her!—but I certainly had a good feel for her from 
News & Letters and from the very favorable assess
ments of others (Fred Thompson always spoke well of 
her). I join you in your sadness and in the renewal of 
your consistent commitment to effect democratically 
radical social change. 

I have a good many thoughts these days on things 
and here are a couple: It takes a lot of strength and vi
sion to develop and maintain a position that is demo
cratic and genuinely radical and sensibly optimistic. 
Some people wind up on "the other side"; others retreat 
into a kind of tired liberalism; still others sour into a 
mesmerized-by-the-Reds kind of social democratic 
stance; a few others wind up in the old, totalitarian 
churches like the Communist Party. ^11 of those are 
"easier" trails than the one that goes up to the Sun. 
Dunayevskaya took the tough trail / of sunlight and 
flint—that of the genuinely libertarian/ and sensible rad
ical. There are never enough of those people and it's 
tough to see the Raya D's and Fred T's pass through 
the fog and beyond. People like ourselves are now mov
ing into the voids left by our mentors, and it's a mighty 
challenging and somewhat awesome responsibility. But I 
know that we all will keep right on going—joined al
ways by new, often younger faces—and the world is a 
better place, each age. 

—Solidarity, J o h n Salter 

A true friend of labor 
Los Angeles, Cal.—When I heard the news that 

Raya Dunayevskaya had died, I thought to myself, 
"The greatest friend of the working class, of working 
people everywhere, has died." To me, Raya could al
ways understand what a worker was saying. She often 
commented: "Everyone is ready to talk and to lead the 
workers, no one to listen." Raya knew how to listen, she 
knew how to" hear what Workers were saying. 

I think that Raya's first book, Marxism and Free
dom, is easier for workers to understand than for the 
intellectuals. It came out of the consciousness of work
ers and their struggle. The struggle at the point of 
production is a life-and-death struggle. Everything de
pends on the factory clock and the assembly line. 

Before I met Marxist-Humanism, my atti tude was 
t ha t the everyday struggle I went through working 
a t General Motors was just a normal par t of living, 
working and struggling and living, fighting to exist. 
But Raya helped me to see the meaning of my strug
gle, she helped me to unders tand my own self. 

When I read Chapter 1 of Philosophy and Revolu
tion on Hegel, I could just feel the scales peeling off my 
mental seeing. Hegel wrote: "Individualism that lets 
nothing interfere with its Universalism, that is, Free
dom." What a lot of smog she looked through to be 
able to say that. This is what Marx developed, and then 
Raya for our age. 

I was always called a troublemaker all my life. I was 
always rebelling against everything I saw, anyone who 
told me what to do. I was always a fighter since when I 
was growing up as a Hillbilly in Hell-fer-Certain, Ken
tucky. And I saw that kind of kinship between Raya 
and myself. That helped give me the patience to stick 
with my self-development. 

To me as a worker, this Marxist-Humanist organiza
tion founded by Raya Dunayevskaya and Charles Den
by, is what all of history has been struggling toward, an 
organization where workers and intellectuals can come 
together and work out these new ideas, where each can 
become a whole human being, to free ourselves from 
this butchering, inhuman system. 

Now for the first time we are without Raya. It's like 
we lost our navigator at sea. But all through the 1980s 
Raya was trying to help our self-development so we 
would all become navigators, Marxist-Humanist thinkers 
and activists. —Felix Martin, Labor Editor 

One for whom Marx lived 
New York, N. Y. — How ironic that Raya should 

have written, in her new introduction to her Notes on 
Hegel's Phenomenology (see N&L, May 8, 1987) an 
unusually somber and foreboding note on the "darkness 
before the dawn." How much darker it is suddenly 
without her clarity of thought, her cutting through 
"mind-forged manacles" on both sides of this nuclear 
world, her clear placing of workers—live human 
beings—at the center of theory. » 

It was Raya who showed us, in her restatement of 
Marx's Capital for our age of Automation, Marxism & 
Freedom, that there was a whole proletariat, American 
as well as international, whose objective interest was to 
oppose the Vietnam War—and more, who had the ideas 
and capability to create the whole new society which up 
to then had seemed only a dream! 

As Marx in his day had broken with all socialists and 
communists to declare that the Silesian weavers' revolt 
was a greater expression of freedom than the Magna 
Carta or the Bill of Rights, so we came to see that 
Raya, coming from the Left, had broken with all of 
what she called post-Marx Marxists to return to the hu
man being as. central, to show that the worker is a 
thinker. Only because she recognized how great is the 
workers' own creativity could she also so forcefully 
stand for not letting these magnificent workers' move
ments stand all alone, without the responsibility for rev
olutionaries to develop the meaning of these struggles. 

You always feel Marx was very, very much "alive" for 
Raya. I can only hope that, as we face the coming cris
es and revolts, we can learn to continue that kind of 
revolutionary dialogue with Marx and Raya through in
tense digging into the Body of Ideas she has left us, 
Marxist-Humanism.: Never have the crises been so in
tense, nor the challenge so great. 

— J o h n Marcotte, Workshop Talks columnist 

Marxism and Freedom 
This book aims to re-establish Marxism in its origi

nal form, which Marx called "a thoroughgoing Natu
ralism, or Humanism." 

Hitherto, the American roots of Marxism have re
mained hidden. It is known, although not widely, that 
Marx aided the North during the Civil War in the 
United States. Less well-known is the fact that the 
paths of the Abolitionists and Marx crossed at that 
time. What is not known at all is that under the im
pact of the Civil War, and the subsequent struggles for 
the eight-hour day, Marx completely reorganized the 
structure of his greatest theoretical work, Capital... 

This book covers the modern machine age from its 
birth in the Industrial Revolution to its present-day de
velopment in Automation... 

Three leading strands of thought are developed here: 
(1) The evolution of English political economy, French 
revolutionary doctrines, and German idealist (Hegeli
an) philosophy, in relation to the actual social develop
ment of the period of 1776 to 1831. (2) The development 
of Marxism in Marx's day and since, in relation to the 
actual class struggles in the epoch of the Civil War in 
the United States and the Paris Commune, as well as 
World War I and the Russian Revolution. (3) The 
methodology of Marxism applied to the problems that 

arise from the trend towards state capitalism, on the 
one hand, and a movement for total freedom, on the 
other. The unity of theory and practice, which charac-

terized the forty years of Marx's maturity (1843-1883), 
is the compelling need of pur own epoch. 

—from Introduction to first edition, 1957 
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A Post-World War II View of Marx's Humanism, 1843-1883; 
Marxist-Humanism, 1950s-! 980s 

b y R a y a D u n a y e v s k a y a , 
F o u n d e r of Marxis t -Humanism 

The essay printed below is excerpted from an article sub
mitted in May, 1987 to East European colleagues for publi
cation. 

The two-fold problematic of our age is: 1) What hap
pens after the conquest of power? 2) Are there ways for 
new beginnings when there is so much reaction, so 
many aborted revolutions, such turning of the clock 
backward in the most technologically advanced lands? 

Self-emancipatory movements, both from the emer
gence of a whole new Third World which had won its 
independence from imperialism—Africa, Asia, Latin 
America, Middle East—as well as revolts within the 
Western world itself, articulated themselves as what I 
have called "a movement from practice that was itself a 
form of theory." The ambivalence in the theoretical de
velopments persisted though they reached for a total 
philosophy. 

The world had hardly caught its breath from the dev
astation of World War II than already it was confronted 
with the birth of the nuclear age in the form of the A-
bomb. Nor was the "high-tech" confined to war; it at 
once moved into production, first into the mines and 
then soon invading all of industrial production. The 
very first to battle automation were the U.S. miners on 
general strike in 1949-50 against the introduction of the 
continuous miner, which they called the "man killer." 
What was new in this proletarian revolt was that, in
stead of just fighting unemployment and demanding 
better wages, the miners were posing totally new ques
tions about what kind of labor man should do, and why 
there was an ever-widening gulf between thinking and 
^doing. 

Three years later, we witnessed the first-ever uprising 
from within the Communist world, the East German 
Revolt, which had been preceded by Yugoslavia's first 
act of national independence from Russia, and which 
was followed by revolts within the Vorkuta forced labor 
camps in Russia itself.... 

On October 23, 1956, a student youth demonstration 
in Budapest was fired upon.1 Far from dispersing the 
young students, these were soon joined by the workers 
from the factories in the outlying suburbs. The Revolu-

The 1956 Hungarian Revolution 

tion had begun in earnest. During the following 13 days, 
ever broader layers of the population revolted. From 
the very young to the very old, ..workers and intellectu
als, women and children, even the police and the armed 
forces—truly the population to a man, woman and 
child—turned against the top Communist bureaucracy 
and the hated, sadistic AVO (secret police). The Com
munist Party with more than 800,000, and the trade un
ions allegedly representing the working population, just 
evaporated. In their place arose Workers' Councils, Rev
olutionary Committees of every sort—intellectuals, 
youth, the army—all moving away from t he Single Par
ty State. Overnight there sprang up 45 newspapers and 
40 different parties, but the decisive force of the revolu
tion remained the Workers' Councils.... 

The East European revolts seemed to be continuous. 
They expressed themselves most luminously in one form 
or another of Marxist Humanism: in Poland there ap
peared a work in 1957 called "Toward a Marxist Hu
manism"; in Yugoslavia there was a tendency that 
called itself "Marxist Humanism"; in 1968 in Czechoslo
vakia it was termed "Socialism with a Human Face." 
The revolt has continued to this day in ever-new forms, 
such as Solidarnosc in Poland today. Multi-forms of 
struggles for new human relations to free us from the 
limited choice of East or West circled the world. 

In the United States, the first full theoretical declara
tion of Marxist-Humanism was my work, Marxism and 
Freedom,2 which declared the whole purpose of the 
work as "aiming to re-establish Marxism in its original 
form, which Marx called 'a thoroughgoing Naturalism or 
Humanism,'...." 

In Latin America, the young Fidel Castro embraced 
Humanism in 1959. He said at that time, "Standing be
tween the two political and economic ideologies being de-

1. For a report from the Central Workers Council of Greater Budapest, 
see The Review, Imre Nagy Institute, Brussels, No. 4, 1960. See also 
East Europe (New York), April 1959, for an "Eyewitness Report of 
How the Workers Councils Fought Kadar," and Miklos Sebestyen, "My 
Experiences in the Central Workers' Council of Greater Budapest," in 
The Review, Vol III, No. 2, 1961. In my Philosophy and Revolution, 
from Hegel to Sartre and from Marx to Mao (New Jersey: Humani
ties, 1982) see especially pp. 263-266, "Once Again, Praxis, and the Quest 
for Universality." 
2. The first edition of Marxism and Freedom—from 1778 until To
day, published in 1957, had appended the first English translation of 
Marx's 1844 Humanist Essays and the first English translation of Lenin's 
Abstract of Hegel's Science of Logic. 

bated in the world, we are holding our own positions. We 
have named it Humanism, because its methods are human
istic ... this is a humanist revolution, because it does not de
prive man of his essence, but holds him as its aim.... This 
revolution is not red, but olive-green."3 

I. New Passions and New Forces: The 1950s' 
Rediscovery of Marx 's 1844 Humanist Essays 

Rather than a seeming accident, and far from being 
at best a remembrance of things past on the part of the 
Old Left, the 1950s' rediscovery of Marx's 1844 Human
ist Essays was altogether new, todayish, precisely be
cause it speaks to this age's problematic—"What hap
pens after?" How could so great a revolution as the No
vember 1917 Russian Revolution, the only successful 
proletarian revolution in the world, which established 
the first workers' state, degenerate into Stalinism? What 
happens after the conquest of power? 

Nothing like that was facing Marx and yet, by discov
ering a whole new continent of thought and of revolu
tion, which he had named "a new Humanism," Marx 
had pointed to a direction beyond communism. In his 
break with capitalism, though he had singled out the 
proletariat as the revolutionary class, he expanded the 
need for totally new human relations by at once ques
tioning the capitalistic al ienated concept of the 
Man/Woman relationship. Not only that. It was clear 
that the overthrow of private property capitalism would 
not end by overthrowing private property; it was as 
necessary to break with "vulgar communism." Instead 
of either materialism or idealism, there would be a new 
unity of idealism and materialism: 

"Just as atheism, as transcendence of God, is the becom
ing of theoretical humanism, and communism, as transcen
dence of private property, is the vindication of actual hu
man living as its own property, which is the becoming of 
practical humanism, so atheism is humanism mediated by 
transcendence of religion, and communism is humanism me
diated by the transcendence of private property. Only by the 
transcendence of this mediation, which is nevertheless a 
necessary presupposition, does there arise positive Human
ism, beginning from itself."4 

In 1950, when the workers battled automation and 
raised the question of "What kind of labor?" a new 
stage of cognition appeared in the economic sphere. 
This, as we saw, was followed by political and social 
battles for truly new human relations. 

The emergence in our age of a new Third World, not 
only Afro-Asian but Latin American and Middle East, 
was no mere geographic designation, as massive and 
substantive as that was. Rather, Third World became 
synonymous both with new forces of revolution and 
with those new forces as Reason. These new revolution
ary forces—peasants as well as proletarians, Women's 
Liberationists as well as youth anti-war activists—saw 
in that most exciting color, Black, so deep a revolution
ary dimension and so intense an internationalism im
bedded in their national liberation struggles that, far 
from being a "Third" World, it encompassed the whole 
world. 

The world of the 1960s, indeed, was aflame with re
bellion, North and South, East and West. The depth of 
the revolt that freedom fighters in East Europe un
leashed against the Communist totalitarians character
ized, as well, the new generation of revolutionaries in 
the West, rebelling against the bureaucratic, militaristic, 
capitalist-imperialist world they did not make. 

The African Diaspora meant not only South Africa 
but South U.S.A., and Black meant not only Africa— 
South, West, East and North—but also Latin America, 
including the Caribbean....5 

Black consciousness in the United States put Ameri
can civilization on trial. There is very nearly no end to 
the varied forms in which the Black Dimension ex
pressed itself. It was the Montgomery Bus Boycott,6 

where the daily revolutionary activity—taking care of 
transportation, organizing meetings, holding marches, 
creating their own direct democracy in mass meetings 
three times a week—helped launch the Black Revolu
tion.7 

A look at another new force—Women's Liberation— 
will show that by the 1970s it had developed from an 
idea to a movement. Though it was itself faced with 
contradictions of class, race and culture, it had a deter
mining effect on the whole emancipatory process, 
whether this came from East or West, North or 
South.... 

The Youth, who have always been what Marx called 
the energizing force of every revolution, are now show
ing themselves not only as the most courageous but as 
those who are developing new ideas, new forms of or
ganization, and new relationships of theory to practice. 
Even the bourgeois press has had to note a new type of 
radical who goes from his classroom, whether in acade-
mia or in an underground discussion club on Marx, di-
3. See New Left Review, Jan.-Feb. 1961. 
4. Karl Marx, Critique of the Hegelian Dialectic, 1844. 
5. See Ngugi wa ThiongVs "Politics of African literature" and Rene 
Depestre's "Critique of Negritude." Both are included as appendices to 
Frantz Fanon, Soweto and American Black Thought by Lou Turn
er and John Alan (Chicago: News & Letters, 1986). In general, it is nec
essary to become acquainted with the underground press in South Afri
ca. The journal, News & Letters, publishes many uncensored articles 
and letters each issue as a "South African Freedom Journal." 
6. See especially pp. 181-189 in Charles Denby's Indignant Heart: A 
Black Worker's Journal (Boston: South End Press, 1978). 
7. On the 100th anniversary of the Emancipation Proclamation, at the 
begining of the Black Revolution in the U.S., the National Editorial 
Board of News & Letters published American Civilization on Trial 
(Detroit: May 1963). A fourth, expanded edition was published in 1983, 
with a new Introduction on "A 1980s View of the Two-Way Road Be
tween the U.S. and Africa." 

rectly into the mass demonstrations and battles—as is 
true right n©w in South Korea, South Africa, Haiti and 
the Philippines.8 

Mass meeting, Montgomery Bus Boycott, 1956 

II. The Global Myriad Crises and 
Counter-Revolutions 

The counter-revolutions that we in the 1980s are now 
battling had been nurtured by the U.S. defeat in Viet
nam, because the U.S. had been operating on the grand 
imperial illusion of the 1970s that they supposedly could 
have both guris and butter. This was the lie; what the 
militarization actually produced was the global structur
al economic crisis of 1974-75. 

Marx's greatest theoretical work, Capital, marched 
onto the present historic stage even among bourgeois 
ideologues, since there is no other way to understand 
today's global economic crisis. Thus, Business Week 
(June 23, 1975) suddenly started quoting what Marx 
had said on the decline in the rate of profit as endemic 
to capitalism*.... 

The capitalists may not be ready to "agree" with 
Marx that the supreme commodity, labor-power, is the 
only source of all value and surplus value, but they do 
see the decline in the rate of profit compared to what 
they consider necessary to keep investing for expanded 
production in a nuclear world.... 

Inseparable from the continuing economic crises has 
been the extension of the U.S. imperialist tentacles, 
which came to a climax in the Spring 1986 imperial in
trusion into the Gulf of Sidra and the actual bombing of 
the headquarters and the home of Col. Kadaffi. Without 
resting for a single instant, the U.S. continued with its 
raising of a counter-revolutionary army of mercenaries 
trying to overthrow the legitimate government of Nica
ragua. This series of outright invasions of other coun
tries began with the unprovoked invasion of Grenada in 
October 1983, 

The fact that the first shot of counter-revolution in 
Grenada was fired by the "revolutionaries" themselves, 
its army, politically and militarily headed by Gen. Aus
tin (plus Coard), demands that we take a deeper look at 
the type of revolution that erupted in Grenada in 
1979.... 

That first shot opened the road for the imperialist 
U.S. invasion that, it is true, lay in wait from Day One 
of the revolution. This, however, in no way absolves the 
"Party" of its heinous crime. The fact that Castro— 
though an "internationalist" who spelled out his solidar
ity in concrete acts such as sending Grenada doctors 
and construction workers, teachers as well as military 
advisers—nevertheless failed to develop the ideas that 
were at stake, left the masses .unprepared for ways to 
confront the divisions within the leadership that were to 
have gory consequences. 

Instead of Castro focusing on a theory of revolution, 
he substituted and based himself on what he called the 
"principle of non-interference in internal affairs." He 
proceeded to praise Bishop for adhering to that "princi
ple" by not asking for help in the leadership disputes— 
as if these were mere matters of "personality" and 
merely "subjective," rather than the result of the objec
t ive pull backward because the revolution itself was 

(continued on page 5) 

8. See both The New York Times, June 17, 1986, and Wall Street 
Journal, Feb. 26,1987. 
9. See my pamphlet, Marx's Capital and Today's Global Crisis (De
troit News & Letters, 1978). 
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(continued from page 4) 
barren of a philosophy. Castro disregarded the dialectics 
of revolution—that is to say, the digging into what was 
coming from below, the mass consciousness, its rea
soning. Instead, both he and the Grenadian leadership 
reduced the ideas of freedom to "subjective, personali
ty" matters. 

While the savage, unprovoked, long-prepared-for im
perialist invasion and conquest of Grenada makes it im
perative to never let go the struggle against U.S. impe
rialism until it is vanquished, it is Urgent to face the 
retrogressive reality in the Left as welL 

This is exactly why, in the whole post-World War II 
period, Marxist Humanists have been raising new ques
tions on forms of battle, on the need for spontaneity, on 
the struggle against single-partyism; indeed, raising the 
whole question of what kind of philosophy can become 
the motivating force of all the contemporary struggles. 
The most acute expression of this was articulated by 
Prantz Fanon, who, while giving up his French citizen
ship to become an African revolutionary, at the same 
time critiqued the new leadership that arose with deco
lonization' "'Leader': the word comet from the English 
verb, 'to lead,' but a frequent French translation is 'to 
drive.' The driver, the shepherd of the people no longer ex
ists today. The people are no longer a herd; they do not 
need to be driven." Fanon further concretized his critique 
of the "Leader" and his cohorts who formed the domi
nant party*. "The single party is the modern form of the 
dictatorship of the bourgeoisie, unmasked, unpointed, un
scrupulous and cynical" His conclusion about the Afri
can revolutions was that: "This new humanity cannot do 
otherwise than define a new humanism both for itself and 
for others...."19 

m . Once Again, Marx — This Time with Fo
cus on His Final Decade and on Our Age 

...It is urgent to turn once again to Marx, this time 
not to the young Marx and his "new Humanism," nor 
to the mature Marx as. a supposed economist, but to 
Marx in his last decade, when he discovered what we 
now call his "new moments" as he studied pre-capitalist 
societies, the peasantry, the women, forms of organiza
tion—the whole dialectic of human development. 

Because politicalization has, in the hands of the Old 
Left, meant vanguardism and program-hatching, we 
have kept away from the very word. It is high time not 
to let the "vanguard party to lead" appropriate the 
word, politicalization. The return is to its original mean
ing in Marx's new continent of thought as the uprooting 
of the capitalist state, its withering away, so that new 
humanist forms like the Paris Commune, 1871, emerge. 
Marx himself was so non-vanguardist that, although the 
First International had dissolved itself, he hailed the 
railroad strikes spreading throughout the U.S. and cli
maxed by the 1877 S t Louis General Strike, as both an 
elemental "post festum" to the First Workingmen's In
ternational Association, and the point of origin for a 
genuine workers' party. 

For that matter, the whole question of pre-capitalist 
societies was taken up long before that last decade. In 
the 185¾ for example, what inspired Marx to return to 
the study of pre-capitalist formations and gave him a 
new appreciation of ancient society and its craftsmen 
was the Taiping Revolution. It opened so many doors to 
"history and its process" that Marx now concluded that, 
historically-materialistically speaking, a new stage of 
production, far from being a mere change in property-
form, be it "West" or "East," was such a change in 
production-relations that it disclosed, in embryo, the 
dialectics of actual revolution. 

What Marx, in the Grundrisse, had defined as "the 
absolute movement of becoming" had matured in the 
last decade of his life as new moments—a multilinear 
view of human development as well as a dialectic dual
ity within each formation. From within each formation 
evolved both the end of the old and the beginning of 
the new. Whether Marx was studying the communal or 
the despotic form of property, it was the human resist
ance of the Subject that revealed the direction of re
solving the contradictions. Marx transformed what, to 
Hegel, was the synthesis of the "Self-Thinking Idea" 
and the "Self-Bringing-Forth of Liberty" as the emer
gence of a new society. The many paths to get there 
were left open. 

As against Marx's multilinear view which kept Marx 
from attempting any blueprint for future generations, 
Engels' unilinear view led him to mechanical positivism. 
By no accident whatever, such one-dimensionality kept 
turn from seeing either the communal form under "Ori
ental despotism" or the duality in "primitive commu
nism" in Morgan's Ancient Society. No wonder, al
though Engels had accepted Marx's view of the Asiatic 
mode of production as fundamental enough to consti
tute a fourth form of human development, he had left it 
out altogether from his analysis of primitive commu
nism in tibe first book he wrote as a "bequest" of 
Marx—Origin of the Family. By then Engels had con
fined Marx's revolutionary dialectics and historical ma
terialism to hardly more than Morgan's "materialism." 

In Marx's revolutionary praxis, the germ of each of 
10. Frantz Fanon, Wretched of the Earth (New York: Grove Press, 
Evergreen Black Cat Edition, 1968), pp. 197, 316. See also my pamphlet 
Nationalism, Communism, Marxist-Humanism and the Afro-Asian 
Revolutions (1961 edition published by Left Group, Cambridge Univer
sity; new 1984 edition by News & Letters, Chicago). Consult also the 
Raya Dunayevskaya Collection, "Marxist-Humanism: A Half-Century of 
Its World Development," held by the Archives of Labor and Urban Af
fairs, Wayne State University, Detroit, and available from them on mi
crofilm, which includes my letters written from Africa, 1962. 

the "new moments" of his last decade was actually 
present in his first discovery. Take the question of the 
concept of Man/Woman, which he raised at the very 
moment when he spoke of the alienations of capitalist 
society and did not consider them ended with the over
throw of private property. This was seen most clearly in 
the way he worked during the Paris Commune and in 
the motions he made to the First International. One 
such motion at the 1871 London conference recommend
ed "the formation of female branches among the work
ing class." The minutes recorded: "Citizen Marx adds.... 
The women... play an important role in life: they work 
in the factories, they take part in strikes, in the Com
mune, etc— They have more ardour than the men. He 
adds a few words recalling the passionate participation 
of the women in the Paris Commune."11 

Nor was it only a question of the women. In a speech 
at this same London Conference of the First Interna
tional—Sept. 20, 1871—Marx said: "The trade unions are 
an aristocratic minority. Poor working people could not be
long to them; the great mass of the workers who, because of 
economic development, are daily driven from the villages to 
the cities, long remain outside the trade unions, and the 
poorest among them would never belong. The same is true 
of the workers born in London's East End, where only one 
out of ten belongs to the trade unions. The farmers, the day 
laborers, never belong to these trade unions."1* 

Or take the whole question of human development. 
Marx definitely preferred the gens form of development, 
where, he concluded, the communal form—whether in 
ancient society, or in the Paris Commune, or in the fu
ture—is a higher form of human development. The 

Soweto, South Africa, 1976 
point is that individual self-development does not sepa
rate itself from universal self-development. As Hegel put 
it: "individualism that lets nothing interfere with its 
universalism, i,e., freedom." 

While Marx considered the gens a higher form of hu
man life than class society, he showed that, in embryo, 
class relations actually started right there. Most impor
tant of all is that the multilinear human development 
demonstrates no straight line—that is, no fixed stages 
of development. 

The difficulty is that post-Marx Marxists were raised 
not on Marx's Marxism, but on Engelsian Marxism— 
and that was by no means limited to Engels' Origin of 
the Family. Rather, Engels' unilinearism was organic— 
which is why we must start from the beginning. 

Marx's Humanist Essays showed his multilinearism, 
his Promethean vision, whether on the concept of 
Man/Woman relationship, or the question of idealism 
and materialism, or the opposition not only to private 
property capitalism but what he called "vulgar commu
nism," which is why he called his philosophy "a new 
Humanism." 

These motifs are the red thread through his final dec
ade, as well. The Iroquois women, the Irish women be
fore British imperialism, the aborigines in Australia, the 
Arabs in Africa, Marx insisted in his Ethnological No
tebooks,13 have displayed greater intelligence, more 
equality between men and women, than the intellectuals 
from England, the U.S., Australia, France or Germany. 
Just as he had nothing but contempt for the British 
scholars, whom he called "rogues," "asses," and "block
heads," who were expounding "silliness," so he made a 
category of the intelligence of the Australian aborigine, 
since the "intelligent black" would not accept the talk 
by a cleric about there being a soul without a body. 

How could anyone consider the very limited quota
tions from Marx that Engels used in the Origin of the 
Family as any kind of summation of Marx's views? 
How could someone like Ryazanov think that those 
Ethnological Notebooks dealt "mainly with landowner-
ship and feudalism?" In truth they contain nothing 
short of both a pre-history of humanity, including the 
emergence of class distinctions from within communal 
society, and a history of "civilization" that formed a 
complement to Marx's famous section in Capital on the 
historical tendency of capitalist accumulation which 
was, as he wrote in answer to Mihailovsky, "only of 
Western civilization...." 

It was in his last decade, as he finished the French 
edition of Capital, that Marx wrote his Critique of the 

11. See La Premiere Internationale, Recueil et documents Vol. II, 
edited by Jacques Freymond, Publication de l'lnstitut Universitaire de 
Hautes Geneva: Lib. Droz, 1962. 
12. Quoted in Padover, Saul, ed., On the First International (New 
York: McGraw Hill, 1973), p. 141. 
13. Lawrence Krader transcribed Marx's Notebooks which were pub
lished as The Ethnological Notebooks of Karl Marx in 1972 (Assen: 
Van Gorcum). For my analysis, see my Rosa Luxemburg, Women's 
Liberation, and Marx's Philosophy of Revolution (New Jersey: Hu
manities, 1982). 

Gotha Program, on which Lenin's profound revolution
ary analysis of the need to break up the state was 
based. Lenin failed, however, to say a word about what 
in Marx's Critique of the Gotha Program is the foun
dation of a principled proletarian organization, which 
led Marx to separate himself from the unity of the Eise-
nachists (who were considered to be Marxists) and the 
Lassalleans. Nor was there any reference by Lenin to 
his own critique of What Is To Be Done?, Lenin's main 
organizational document.14 He thus disregarded the 12 
years of self-criticism during which he insisted that 
What Is To Be Done? was not a universal, but a tacti
cal question for revolutionaries working in Tsarist Rus
sia. Instead, it was made into a universal after the revo
lution. This set the ground for a Stalin—that is to say, 
for the problem that remains the burning question of 
our day: What comes after the conquest of power? 

It gives even greater significance to the question that 
Rosa Luxemburg raised both before the 1917 Russian 
Revolution and directly after.15 "The revolution," Luxem
burg wrote, "is not an open-field maneuver of the proletari
at, even if the proletariat with social democracy at its head 
plays the leading role, but is a struggle in the middle of in
cessant movement, the creaking, crumbling and displace
ment of all social foundations. In short, the element of 
spontaneity plays such a supreme role in the mass strikes in 
Russia, not because the Russian proletariat is 'unschooled,' 
but rather because revolutions are not subject to schoolmas-
tering."16 

The dialectic of organization, as of philosophy, goes to 
the root of not only the question of the relationship of 
spontaneity to party, but the relationship of multilinear
ism to unilinearism. Put simply, it is a question of hu
man development, be it capitalism, pre-capitalism or 
post-capitalism. The fact that Stalin could transform so 
great a revolution as the Russian Revolution of 1917 
into a state bureaucracy tells more than just the isola
tion of a proletarian revolution in a single country. The 
whole question of the indispensability of spontaneity 
not only as something that is in the revolution, but that 
must continue its development after; the question of 
the different cultures, as well as self-development, as 
well as having a non-state form of collectivity—makes 
the task much more difficult and impossible to antici
pate in advance. The self-development of ideas cannot 
take second place to the self-bringing-forth of liberty, 
because both the movement from practice that is itself 
a form of theory, and the development of theory as 
philosophy, are more than just saying philosophy is ac
tion. There is surely one thing on which we should not 
try to improve on Marx—and that is trying to have^a 
blueprint for the future. —May 1, 1987 

14. Lenin's many critiques of the concept of vanguardism and centralism 
during the development of Marxism in Russia were published in Russia 
as a pamphlet entitled Twelve Years. 
15. Lenin's philosophic ambivalence had become so crucial for our age 
that I wrote a chapter with that as its title for my work, Philosophy 
and Revolution; the chapter, indeed, was published separately even be
fore the book itself was published. Its timeliness in the year 1970 opened 
many new doors for Marxist Humanism. Thus, I spoke to such widely 
different audiences as the Hegel Society of America and the first confer
ence of the young radical philosophers of Telos, The chapter was also 
published by Aut Aut in Italy and by Praxis in Yugoslavia... 
16. The whole question of Luxemburg as a revolutionary, as a theoreti
cian, as an unknown feminist, is developed in my work, Rosa Luxem
burg, Women's Liberation, and Marx's Philosophy of Revolution, 
cited above. 

Native American view... 
Livingston, Montana—I first became involved 

with News and Letters Committees when I was asked 
to participate in the writing of the pamphlet Black, 
Brown and Red in 1975. I was interested in finding out 
what else was being written about the occupation of 
Wounded Knee. And I was excited to see that N&L was 
not only willing to let us write about what was happen
ing in our movement, but encouraged us to talk about 
what made the Indian struggle so great at that time. 

Raya talked about finding connections between Marx
ism and the Indian movement. At that time I felt this 
was an impossible task. It was not until I read Rosa 
Luxemburg, Women's Liberation, and Marx's Philos
ophy of Revolution in 1982 that my mind began to 
change. I found the 12th chapter of that book to be the 
most difficult, but also the most important for the Indi
an movement, with its writing about Marx's and Engels' 
view of our society. 

I made copies of that chapter and sent them to peo
ple considered leaders of the American Indian Move
ment (AIM). I heard very little from them, but I did 
get a letter from a man on the Rosebud reservation in 
South Dakota who said he found a copy in the tribal 
office. He wanted to learn about Marxism and asked me 
about the Ethnological Notebooks. 

I sent the book to a man from my reservation—Fort 
Totten in North Dakota. He said we could learn from 
the Critique of the Gotha Program as Raya presented 
it. We need to remember that the Indian movement can 
get support from, and give support to, other movements, 
without giving up their own principles. 

There must be a time for grieving. I am doing that 
now. But the greatest challenge for me will be to try, 
through her Marxist-Humanist philosophy, to make a 
stronger and more cohesive movement, a movement 
with freedom ideas. In this way we can continue Raya's 
w o r k - —Shainrape Shcapwe 
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Raya Dunayevskaya, Founder of Marxist-Humanism 
(continued from page 1) 

hear Dunayevskaya speak for herself from its pages: 
"Until the development of the totalitarian state the 
philosophic foundation of Marxism was not fully un
derstood. Only today is it possible to comprehend 
that Marx's rejection of the Communism of his day 
was not a nineteenth century humanitarian adjunct 
to his scientific economic theories. Far from being a 
vulgar materialist, Marx based his new perspectives... 
on a realization that workers would seek universality 
and completeness in their actual social lives as prod
ucers. Because Communism, was a mere rejection of 
private property, Communism to Marx was 'not the 
goal of human development, the form of human socie
ty.' Marxism is a theory of liberation or it is noth
ing..." (Marxism and Freedom, 1957, pp. 21-22) 

Dunayevskaya always stressed that all forward move
ment in society was characterized by "a single dialecti
cal process in both thought and activity." At no time 
was that more true than in the decade of the 1950s, the 
moment of the birth of Marxist-Humanism as a world 
concept. Again let us hear Dunayevskaya describe that 
historic moment herself: 

"It was because the masses had found a new way to 
, freedom that a new leap in cognition was possible... 

The revolt that erupted in East Germany in 1953 and 
came to a climax in 1956 in the Hungarian Revolu
tion was articulated also in new points of departure 
in theory. By the 1960s this was manifest not only in 
"the East," but also in "the West." It was as if He
gel's Absolute Method as a simultaneously subjective-
objective mediation had taken on flesh. Both in life 
and in cognition, "Subjectivity"—live men and wom
en—tried shaping history via a totally new relation
ship of practice to theory." (Philosophy and Revo
lution, 1973, pp. 39, 42) 

THE 'BIOGRAPHY OF AN IDEA' 
Throughout her life, Dunayevskaya often turned aside 

questions about her "life story," insisting that the only 
biography that mattered was the "biography of an 
Idea." It was only when Dr. Philip Mason,- Director of 
Wayne State University's Archives of Labor and Urban 
Affairs, asked her for some "anecdotes" from her "early 
years" as part of a special lecture and exhibit of her life 
and work to be held in March 1985, that a search was 
begun for her documents of the 1920s and 1930s. And 
when those early documents were found, they revealed 
that the telling of the stories in no way violated her 
dedication to following through the "self-determination 
of the Idea." She said at the lecture then: 

"Two points are involved in this remembrance of 
things past. One is that embedded in embryo in the 
past is the presence of the next step, whether or not 
one is fully conscious of it. Two is that the presence 
of the future inherent in the 'here and now' charac-

Raya Dunayevskaya at W.S.U. Archives Lecture, 
March, 1985 

terizes also the first instinctual reaction which is 
philosophically called 'first negation.' What makes 
you move to the second negation creates a new hu
mus for future development." (News & Letters, 
Apiil 1985, p. 8) 

The "humus" in the remembrance of Raya's early 
years begins with her experience as a "child of the Rus
sian Revolution," brought to the United States at age 
12, settling in an immigrant neighborhood in Chicago, 
and quickly setting out to join "American Bolsheviks" 
to help make an American Revolution. She was elated 
whan, more than 60 years later, the words of the "alter
native version" of the Pledge of Allegiance she had 
written in 1923 were located. Before the words could be 
read to her, she recited them from memory: "I pledge 
allegiance to the workers' Red Flag/ And to the cause 
for which it stands/ One aim thruout our life/ Freedom 
to the working class!" And she described the first strike 
she ever led—the 1924 Cregier Elementary School walk
out, in protest against corporal punishment and anti-
Semitism. From her earliest period in the revolutionary 
movement, the Black Dimension was central to Raya's 
activity and thought. In the 1920s, she wrote book re
views for the Negro Champion and participated in the 
work of the American Negro Labor Congress. 

Expelled from the youth group of the Communist 
Party in 1928, she joined the Trotskyist movement. The 
1930s were filled with activity, with her participation in 
the San Francisco general strike of 1934 and support for 
striking Black sharecroppers in 1936. In 1937 Dunayev
skaya travelled to Mexico to become Russian-language 
secretary to Leon Trotsky. During her period at Coyoa-
can, Trotsky and his staff had to face both the chal

lenges of the Spanish Revolution and the fight against 
the Moscow Frame-Up Trials. Stalin was attempting to 
tie Trotsky and other leaders of the Russian Revolution 
to Hitler, while secretly negotiating with Hitler himself. 

She broke with Trotsky at the time of the 1939 Hit
ler-Stalin Pact, opposing his view that Russia was a 
"workers' state though degenerate." Determined to work 
out what had actually happened to the Russian Revolu
tion, she plunged into both a study of the Russian econ
omy of the 1930s from original sources, and dug into 
Marx's archives—what were known only as "Preparato
ry works for the writing of The Holy Family," but 
which later became known as Marx's 1844 Humanist 
Essays. She concluded that Russia had become a "state-
capitalist society," and saw in it a new world stage of 
capitalist oppression. That theory was developed while 
Dunayevskaya (under the party name of Freddie For
est) was co-leader with C.L.R. James (J.R. Johnson) of 
the State-Capitalist Tendency within Trotskyism. Yet 
even this theory of state-capitalism—which was never 
merely economic analysis, but was permeated with a 
humanist dimension—did not fully reach to the philoso
phy of revolution that Dunayevskaya was driving for. 

THE PHILOSOPHIC POINT: 
1953 BREAKTHROUGH ON 
HEGEL'S ABSOLUTES 

The single dialectic in thought and in action exploded 
dramatically in the events of 1949-50. At one and the 
same time, Dunayevskaya's translation of Lenin's 1914 
"Abstract of Hegel's Science of Logic" and her partici
pation in the 1949-50 coal miners' general strike, laid 
the ground for different ways of thinking. Of all Marx
ists, only Lenin had returned to the philosophic founda
tions of Marxism as a guide to action at the outbreak of 
World War II, Dunayevskaya's study of the Philosophic 
Notebooks Lenin wrote in 1914, which she called "a 
great divide" in Marxism, convinced her to deepen her 
own studies of the dialectic. It was precisely at this mo
ment that coal miners striking against automation 
raised the totally new question: "What kind of labor 
should man do?" The experience of looking back on the 
work of that 1949-50 period in 1984—after a lecture in 
Morgantown, West Virginia, where the strike had been 
centered—offered new insights about those years. As 
Dunayevskaya put it: 

"The telling of (the story) today shows that it was in 
our activities in that historic 1949-50 strike—where 
our theoretical and practical work were insepara
ble—that we find the roots of what became the whole 
body of ideas we call Marxist-Humanism." (The 
Coal Miners' General Strike of 1949-50 and the 
Birth of Marxist-Humanism in the U.S., 1984, p. 
42) 

FROM THE RANKS OF LABOR, BLACKS, WOMEN, YOUTH... 
'It was only this morning that I got 

the news of the passing away of Raya. I 
was shocked. Even now I cannot imag
ine her gone. Raya, though not with us 
physically, is there, will always be 
there, in our hearts, in her ideas and all 
the works she left behind, a legacy to 
us all. Through Raya, Marxist-Human
ism has come into its own and it is the 
banner around which freedom and 
peace can be won in the world. 

Phyllis Ntantala 
South African exile 

* * * 
I never met Raya. But I have read a 

little of what she wrote, and I have 
come to know the group she founded, 
News and Letters Committees. It was a 
shock to me when I heard that she 
died. As a striking P-9 Hormel worker, I 
have met just about every group on the 
Left. But the other Left groups, all the 
parties, are really on the side of the bu
reaucrats, not the rank-and-file. They 
want to be in control of something too. 
News and Letters is different: you're 
not trying to take control and run peo
ple's lives for them. Raya spent her life 
trying to make something better for hu
manity. 

P-9 striker 
Austin, Minn. 

It is with profound sorrow and deep
est regrets that I write you today. I 
want to extend to the News & Letters 
staff my deepest condolences. I enclose 
an article I just wrote for a book titled 
Wild Women in the Whirlwind: Cul
ture and Politics of the Renaissance 
in Afra-American Writings. In it I ac
knowledge my debt to Raya for her per
spicacity in recognizing and publicizing 
Black female leaders as vanguards in 
liberation movements. It has been inspi
rational. Raya's work and her person 
have made us all so very much richer 
intellectually and spiritually on the 
global level. We must all work harder 
so that her legacy will thrive. 

Gloria Joseph 
Christiansted, Virgin Islands 

* » * 
I was saddened to learn of Raya's 

death. We met in New York City dur
ing her speaking tour in 1983, and I im

mediately felt an affinity toward a kin
dred spirit. I especially admire her for 
her emphasis on the role of women in 
revolution, and in the evolution of polit
ical struggle. I regret I was unable to 
spend more time with her. 

{Catherine Davenport 
San Francisco 

* * P 

Raya Dunayevskaya has gone, yet I 
don't totally realize what she has meant 
to us. My eyes are just opening up and 
I'm trying to find my place in the strug
gle. So there's going to be a time when 
I wish she were around to ask her a 
question. A event like Howard Beach 
bothered me, but I didn't have an out
let to discuss it. That is when I began 
reading American Civilization on Trial 
in a study group. It's not just a pam
phlet, when you have people to discuss 
it with, and explore ideas about what 
can be done using her philosophy. 

Recent graduate 
New York 

* « * 
It is with great sorrow that we learn 

of the death of Raya Dunayevskaya. 
Hers has been an exceptional and semi
nal contribution to the ideas of our 
times, and her absence will be felt from 
now on. Personally, I admire her great 
and original mind. I would like to con
tribute to the Raya Dunayevskaya 
Memorial Fund as soon as Extramares, 
our new international magazine of arts 
and letters, gets off the ground. 

Cecilia Bustamante 
Peruvian feminist, 

Director, "Extramares" 
Austin, Texas 

* * « 
Although I've only become familiar 

with a small portion of her work, it's 
apparent that Comrade Dunayevskaya 
has done much for the liberation of 
working people from their oppression. 
Her faith was that working people 
wanted and were worthy of freedom. 
Her concern was that we all be better 
equipped to understand our situation so 
that we could know best how to change 
the system. 

Jake Edwards, 
packinghouse worker 

Iowa 

It is with profound regret that I 
learned of Raya's death—but I know 
that her spirit will be carried on in her 
writings of, and understanding of 
Marx's philosophy of revolution. When 
I first met Raya I was an activist in 
Black struggles, working with the Pan
thers, and thought of myself as a 'left' 
Black Nationalist. Her insight into the 
philosophy of revolution, which I, as a 
Black person, found to be of the great
est importance, pointed to the role 
Blacks play in the struggle for Freedom. 

Aaron Chapman 
San Francisco 

It was a great shock to hear of the 
death of Raya Dunayevskaya. Her 
work, of course, will live on. On behalf 
of the staff of Labour/Le Travail and 
of the Committee on Canadian Labour 
History, let me extend our deep condo
lences, while at the same time noting 
our shared hopes for a realization of her 
aims and aspirations. 

Gregory S. Kealey 
Editor, "Labour/ Le Travail" 

St. John's, Newfoundland 

As a new reader of N&L my knowl
edge of Raya Dunayevskaya is limited 
to reading a few of her columns and the 
first three chapters of Marxism and 
Freedom. Having considered myself a 
humanist, I was glad to find the door 
opened to Marixst-Humanism. In a few 
short chapters she has broadened both 
my philosophical horizons and my 
knowledge of Marx. I will do my best to 
make,, her works known to others. 

New subscriber 
Tallahassee, Fla. 

Beyond the shadow of doubt, Raya 
was a great woman. She made Marxist 
history live again in the pages of News 
& Letters, and all of her writings rev
ealed to us a new way of life under 
Marx's banner of freedom. American 
Civilization on Trial still speaks to me, 
and I can still hear Charles Denby tell
ing me that this is a great pamphlet. 
Surely there is. no greater gift to hu-

Responses from Re 

mankind than Marx's philosophy. Raya 
explained it in all she wrote and raised 
the new banner of freedom in the phil
osophy of Marxist-Humanism. 

John Allison 
Detroit 

• 

FROM SOCIALIST FRIENDS... 
We are saddened to learn of the 

death of Raya Dunayevskaya. Raya 
represented a generation of revolution
ary socialists who linked the best tradi
tions of the Russian Revolution, and 
the powerful upsurges of workers in the 
U.S. and internationally, to the new 
struggles for freedom in the 1960s, 1970s 
and '80s. The work of Raya and others 
like her educated a new generation of 
activists in the importance and the 
power of revolutionary ideas when em
bodied in the activity of mass move
ments, an understanding which is at the 
heart of Marxism. Her death is a loss to 
all of us committed to the worldwide 
struggle for socialism from below. 

"Solidarity" Coordinating Committee 
Detroit 

The death of Raya Dunayevskaya 
came the same day as an earthquake. 
For those who knew of her contrib
utions to understanding the struggle for 
human liberation, the quieting of her 
voice was a shock. She spoke the truth 
which caused tremors of hope in the 
oppressed and of fear and rage in those 
who side with oppression. She was a 
revolutionary socialist whose dedication 
to the victory of worker control in prod
uction did not blind her to oppressions 
of race and sex, but rather showed how 
liberation was to proceed for all togeth
er. Her insights into the need for new 
forms of organiztion and a philosophy 
of revolution will continue to challenge 
all who would draw any tactical peace 
with any form of oppression... 

Abraham Bassford, Sec'y 
Socialist Party of Illinois 
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Raya Dunayevskaya, Founder of Marxist-Humanism 
When Stalin died in March 1953, so overjoyed was 

Raya that she felt an "incubus" had been removed from 
her brain. She deepened her studies of Hegel, finally 
taking a week off from organizational work in May 1953 
to plunge directly into a study of Hegel's Absolutes. In 
the letters which she wrote expressing her excitement at 
the new discoveries, Hegel, Marx and Lenin were still 
so alive for Raya that she carried on a veritable battle 
of ideas with Lenin's Philosophic Notebooks, as she 
commented on the final chapter of Hegel's Science of 
Logic, "The Absolute Idea": 

"/ am shaking all over for we have come to where 
we part from Lenin. I mentioned before that, al
though in the approach to the Absolute Idea, Lenin 
had mentioned that 'Man's cognition not only reflects 
the objective world, but creates it,' but that within 
the chapter he never developed it." (Letter of May 
12, 1953, included in Dunayevskaya Archives, 
#1802) 

Dunayevskaya then refused to stop where Lenin 
stopped, and simply applaud Hegel's "stretching a hand 
to materialism." Instead she argued with Lenin as 
though he were right in the room with her: 

"My dear Vladimir Ilyich... you didn't have Stalinism 
to overcome, when transitions, revolutions, seemed 
sufficient to bring the new society. Now everyone 
looks at the totalitarian one-party state: that is the 
new which must be overcome by a totally new revolt 
in which everyone experiences 'absolute liberation.'" 
(Archives, #1803) 

Dunayevskaya's grappling with the todayness of He
gel's Absolutes convinced her not to stop with "Abso
lute Idea" in the Science of Logic, but to go on to the 
final three syllogisms of "Absolute Mind" in the Philos
ophy of Mind. Those three final syllogisms were added 
by Hegel only in the last year of his life. Out of her 
study of both "Absolute Idea" and "Absolute Mind," 
Dunayevskaya found a dual movement— a movement 
from practice that is itself a form of theory and a move
ment from theory which is reaching for philosophy. He
gel's final syllogism, she argued, is really no syllogism at 
all, but the "Self-Thinking Idea," "the self-determina
tion of fact, reason and reality, self-developing toward 
the ideal." Here philosophy fully reaches for the "action 
of cognition." 

Dunayevskaya's breakthrough in her 1953 letters was 
itself extended in 1973 in her book, Philosophy and 
Revolution, with the creation of the category, "Abso
lute Negativity as New Beginning." There she pointed 
to Absolute Negativity inherent in all of Hegel's Abso
lutes, and argued that "whereas these Absolutes are 
usually analyzed as 'ends'... this author views them as 

new points of departure." (Philosophy and Revolution, 
1973, pp. xvi-xvii) 

The philosophic point, which governed all the concre-
tizations of Dunayevskaya's life and work in the more 
than three decades that followed, resides in those May 
1953 letters on Hegel's Absolutes—whether that concre-
tization be any of her voluminous writings, or the total
ly new type of organization she was attempting to 
found. Indeed, even in the last weeks of her life, she re
turned to these 1953 letters once more, as part of her 
study of the "Dialectics of Organization and Philoso
p h y " 
F O U N D I N G O F A 
M A R X I S T - H U M A N I S T ORGANIZATION 

Thus, when the Letters on Hegel's Absolutes were 
written in 1953, Dunayevskaya tested all previous theo
ries and seached for new beginnings in the activity of 
the masses. She felt that the incubus that had been lift
ed from her brain with Stalin's death must have affect
ed the workers in Russia and East Europe as well. Six 
weeks after the letters were written, the East German 
workers burst forth in the first of the East European re
volts, challenging not only Russian domination and 
their own rulers, but all established categories of 
thought in Marxism. Although it was to take nearly two 
years, it was this breakthrough on Hegel's Absolutes 
which led to Dunayevskaya's break with C.L.R. James, 

Raya, 1957 

the break-up of the State-Capitalist Tendency, and the 
founding of News and Letters Committees in 1955. 

I t was the ramifications of the dual movement she 
saw within the Absolute—from practice and from theo
ry—that were developed concretely in the establishment 
of News & Letters , whose editor was a Black prod
uction worker, Charles Denby, author of Indignant 
Heart: A Black Worker's Journal, and in the creation 
of a column by Dunayevskaya within this worker-edited 
paper, on philosophic/political questions. Charles Denby 
had been the colleague with whom Dunayevskaya, in 
1953, had discussed the impact of Stalin's death on 
American workers. And it was Denby who reported to 
Raya what workers in his auto plant were saying: "I 
have just the man to fill Stalin's shoes—my foreman." 

The first assignment of the newly-formed Committees 
to their National Chairwoman, Raya Dunayevskaya, 
was the completion of the book she had been laboring 
on for 10 years—Marxism and Freedom, from 1776 
until Today. And the first publication issued by those 
Committees contained Dunayevskaya's translation of 
Lenin's "Abstract of Hegel's Science of Logic" and her 
1953 Letters on Hegel's Absolutes. 

The enduring attraction of all of Dunayevskaya's 
works has been seen not only in their many editions in 
Italian, Japanese, Spanish, French and German, as well 
as in English, but in the way revolutionaries in the 
midst of struggle have found in them new perspectives 
for their own movements. That was true m her 1962 
trip to Africa with her Nationalism, Communism, 
Marxist-Humanism and the Afro-Asian Revolutions 
in hand. She challenged all to see that the needed phil
osophical basis for their rejection of both superpowers— 
the U.S. and Russia—was the Humanism of Marx. 

Iranian revolutionaries translated portions of Marx
ism and Freedom into Farsi in 1979 as they struggled 
to work out how to fight Khomeini's usurpation of then-
revolution against the Shah. Raya's books have been 
circulated underground as well, in Czechoslovakia and 
Poland, South Korea and South Africa, China and Chi
le. Chinese dissidents, during Mao's Cultural Revolution 
of the 1960s, created underground editions of her essay 
on "The Challenge of Mao Tse-Tung." 
D U N A Y E V S K A Y A ' S H E R I T A G E 
A N D H E R C H A L L E N G E 

Raya's participation in the struggles and ideas of 
rank-and-file workers, youth, Black activists and wom
en's liberationists drew responses which extended over 
her entire life: 

• Just three months ago, meatpacking workers fight
ing Reaganism and concessionary contracts, told News 

(continued on page 10) 
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FROM SCHOLARS... 
I had hoped to meet Raya at one of 

the Hegel Society of America confer
ences, but unfortunately we never met. 
Although our interests lay in different 
fields, we shared a common interest in 
Hegel, and it gave me great pleasure to 
receive her complimentary comments 
on my translations. She was an indomi
table and tireless fighter for a true ap
preciation of Marx, and she must have 
been a great inspiration to her col
leagues and students. 

Arnold V. Miller 
Cirencester, England 

* * * 
I regret very much the sudden pass

ing of Raya Dunayevskaya, an out
standing humanist. It was a real honor 
for me to have met her personally. Her 
writings were a source of inspiration for 
me. 

Hanna Batatu 
Virginia 

* * * 
With all of Raya's wonderfully decent 

soul, and with her admirable balanced 
appreciation of American democracy in 
its hope and so often its achievements, 
this day (July 4) seems to be a good 
one to celebrate her life and works. In
dependence Day! What a great slogan 
for Raya Dunayevskaya every day. I 
shall hope that more women and men 
will come to read, ponder, and exercise 
their minds and hearts over her books. 

Robert S. Cohen 
Center for Philosophy and 

History of Science 
Boston University 

* * * 

I have great esteem and admiration 
for the life, the work and the thought of 
Raya Dunayevskaya. She knew how to 
cross the desert without losing hope. 
Her death leads us to discover how in
dispensable she was to us ail. 

Edgar Morin 
Ecole des Hautes Etudes 

Paris, France 

The death of Raya Dunayevskaya 
was the occasion of great sadness for 
us. We feel that the peoples of the 
"Third World", and all humanity, have 
lost a good loving friend and a great 
thinker. 

We were introduced to Raya's writ
ings sometime last year and have been 
reading and discussing them since. The 
relevance and applicability of these 
writings to our Iranian society are as
tounding. We only regret the fact that 
our revolutionary movement is still so 
unfamiliar with Raya's thought. We 
firmly believe that unless our revolu
tionary movement rids itself of vulgar 
Marxism and arms itself with Marxism 
as a theory of human liberation, a revo
lutionary victory will not be forthcom
ing. Raya will always live among us. 

Organization of Iranian 
Democrats Abroad 

Chicago 
* * * 

I first saw the news of Raya's death 
in the [Manchester] Guardian, which 
mentioned it in an article about Leon 
Trotsky. That the Guardian should de
scribe her as "former secretary to Leon 
Trotsky", not "founder of Marxist-Hu
manism," underlines the fact that her 
work is still largely unrecognized. I am 
confident that in time she will be recog
nized as the great Marxist thinker of 
the period from the 1940s through the 
1980s. But the recognition will not come 
automatically; it depends on our task of 
projecting and developing Marxist-Hu
manism. Richard Bunting 

' Oxford, England 
* * * 

When I came back from my trip to 
Bihar, I got the sad news of Raya's 
death. There are people who should 
never die and Raya is surely one of 
them. In fact they don't die—their life 
and spirit continues on in those who 
loved them and can carry on their work 
and ideas. Raya's contribution to revo
lution and to a new humanity was very 
deep. Now it's our turn to take up the 
task. As you say: "we have to proceed 
together down the untrodden path." 

Women's Liberationist 
Bombay, India 

It is hard to believe. I find no words 
indeed. Raya's death is more terrible 
than you perhaps imagine. This rare 
woman I knew only through her writ
ings personified the vision of freedom 
and social equality for which I see no 
equal. I am with you and the whole 
"family", and if only as a shadow, I'll 
stand there with you on July 25 at the 
Memorial meeting. All of us will conti
nue with Raya's work. That is what all 
of us owe to her and her memory. That 
is all I can say at the moment. Still 
overwhelmed by the news. 

Marxist-Humanist 
Czechoslovakia 

* * * 
I don't know how to express my 

shock and deep sense, of loss at Raya's 
passing away. I love and admire her. 
She possessed that rare combination of 
great intellect and selfless love for the 
exploited working people. 

Chinese dissident in exile 
California 

* * * 
I am surprised to hear about the 

death of Raya Dunayevskaya. I regret 
having delayed my translation of her 
book Phi losophy and Revolut ion. 
Though I couldn't publish this transla
tion before her death, I will make ef
forts to complete the translation and to 
realize its publication in Japan. I will 
send some money for the memory of 
Raya. 

Isao Nishida 
Yokohama, Japan 

* * * 
I want to express my sorrow and 

sympathy with all of you who loved 
Raya for her being an exceptional hu
man being, respecting her as well as a 
devoted Humanist Marxist and demo
cratic socialist. It is a great loss of both 
a dear friend and a passionate philoso
pher who did not spare her talent and 
energy when advocating humanism and 
freedom, not only as individual values, 
but as the substantial principles upon 
which alone it is possible to create a 
better life suited to all individuals and 
peoples. 

Zagorka Gohabovic 
Belgrade, Yugoslavia 

I t was with sorrow bordering on 
shock that I read your statement an
nouncing the death of Raya Dunatyev-
skaya on June 9. I had only met Raya 
once, but had for a long time been 
deeply interested in and impressed by 
her work, both theoretical, and in prac
tical terms of sustaining and strengthen
ing News and Letters Committees. Her 
commitment to a particular strand of 
Marxist theory and praxis, Marxist-Hu
manism, is sorely needed, both in the 
United States and in the world at-large. 

Arieh Lebowitz 
Editor, Israel Horizons 

New York 
* * * 

Thank you for the sad news about 
Raya's death. I offer sincere condolenc
es, personally and on behalf of Thesis 
Eleven. The next issue of our journal 
will carry an appropriate obituary for 
her. 

Peter Beilharz 
Melbourne, Australia 

TO LIVE UP TO HER LEGACY' 
To say that I am shocked, stunned, 

distressed would be to grossly under
state the impact of the news of Raya's 
deat'i, an impact intensified by my as
sumption that she was immortal, that 
death was not for her. Of all persons 
I've had the privilege of knowing in my 
life, only Martha Graham could match 
Raya in her uncompromising dedication 
to a vocation. I use the term advised
ly—a dancer to her art, Raya to the 
one great cause to which all her causes 
were ancillary—the betterment of hu
mankind. 

Richard Huett 
Tarrytown, New York 
* * * 

When I tell others about Raya Du
nayevskaya, I usually refer to her as 
the youngest woman I know. Certainly 
she has never been younger than in her 
most recent lectures on youth and in 
the new look she has taken at her own 
critique of Lenin's philosophy. I hope to 
live up to her legacy. 

TimB. 
St. Paul, Minn. 
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Black Dimensions, 1920s-1980s, national and international 
Washington, D.C. 

Son Francisco, Cal.—l first met Raya Dunayev-
skaya a half century ago when I attended a series of 
lectures sponsored by the Socialist Party on "The New 
Deal and the Negro." This may not be the exact title of 
those lectures, but it was essentially what those lectures 
were all about—held in a hall on 14th St. in the North
west section of Washington, D.C. At that time, I consid
ered myself to be part of a "new generation of radical
ized Black youth" and came to those lectures both be
cause of the subject matter and the fact that they were 
featuring a speaker from Howard University. 

I can still remember the experience of climbing the 
steep stairs from the lobby of that hall through a set 
of double doors that opened into the main auditori
um, and just to the right, there was Raya Dunayev-
skaya standing in front of a table piled with radical 
literature, engaged in an animated discussion with 
several people. On the wall behind the table was a 
colorful display of large Spanish Civil War posters, 
mostly of CNT (National Confederation of Workers) 
origin. 

Eventually Henry Payne, a Black friend and a former 
"walking delegate" for the IWW (Industrial Workers of 

" the World) in the South, introduced me to Raya. My 
first impression was mildly skeptical. I thought that she 
was a small, friendly, white radical literature agent sell
ing Marxist pamphlets. I had encountered many of 
those people before in Roosevelt's "New Deal? 

From Chicago to Harlem 
Chicago, III.—The Marxism that Raya Dunayev-

skaya articulated made its first appearance in the Black 
dimension. Chicago was no simple accident of- location 
for Raya in the radical days of the 1920s when the 
Palmer Raids, Black migrations from the South and the 
Garvey Movement made the Americanization of the 

-* Russian Revolution more than a vision. For her it 
meant the unorthodox practice, as an immigrant radical 
youth on Chicago's Near West Side, of working with the 
newly founded American Negro Labor Congress and its 
newspaper, the Negro Champion, and with Lovett Fort-
Whiteman, their national organizer and editor. She was 
there, in other words, at the birth of "Black Marxism" 
in the U.S. Moreover, it was the Black dimension of 
American society which, she always held, "made me see 
how much America needed a revolution." 

Location—this time Washington, D.C.—had a special 
significance for Raya Dunayevskaya in the 1930s De
pression America. It was the Black intellectual center, 
with Howard University and Carter G. Woodson's Asso-

. ciation for the Study of Negro Life and History as its 
academic pivots..It was also a city where Jim Crow was 
still very much alive. 

The year 1941 marked the beginning of the State-
Capitalist Tendency with C.L.R. James. But while the 
debates over the state-capitalist theory are what gener
ally get singled out as Dunayevskaya's contribution in 
this period, it is her original studies in what was then 
called the "Negro Question" that contained in embryo 
the new subjective principle that now began to deter
mine Dunayevskaya's search for an indigenous Marxism-

Harlem, and quite singularly the Schomburg Li
brary, was the Black intellectual location of Raya 
Dunayevskaya's theoretical labors on the "Negro 
Question" during World War U and in the immediate 
post-war period. The Schomburg Library was where 
she wrote such pathbreaking essays as "Marxism 
and the Negro Problem" (1944 and 1946) where Le
nin's thesis on self-determination of nations is com
prehensively applied to the Black struggle for the 
first time; "Negro Intellectuals in Dilemma" (1944) 
which critiqued both Gunnar Myrdal's An American 
Dilemma and the Black intellectuals who worked 
with him (many of whom Dunayevskaya had known 
during the Depression); "Negroes in the Revolution: 
The Significance of Their Independent Struggles" 
(1945) that polemicized against the leading Black pol
itico in the Workers Party, Ernest Rice McKinney; 
and "Industrialization and Urbanization of the Neg
ro" (1946, 1948) which provided an early Marxist 
analysis of the process of Black proletarianization. 

It was there, in Harlem of the mid-1940s, that a new 
dimension made its appearance in the "Negro Ques
tion"—Africa. At a meeting held at the Schomburg 
right after the war and sponsored by the NAACP to 
discuss the question of what attitude to have toward 
the newly-forming United Nations, Dunayevskaya took 
public exception to the speech that W.E.B. DuBois had 
given at the meeting in which he admonished the Afri
cans to look toward the UN for their independence 
from colonialism. Dunayevskaya argued fervently 
against such a course and received immediate support 
from the Africans present when she said that the Afri
cans could expect nothing from an imperialist-dominat-

- ed UN except more colonialism. 
Her next encounter with Africa was not with its intel-

' lectuals but with its masses in motion. Revolutionary 
Africa came to Dunayevskaya in the form of a "magnifi-

~' cent.Camerounian" she met in Paris when she was on 
an organizational tour. He told her of whole villages 
turning out, "to a man. woman and child," to mass 
meetings in the formerly German Camerouns to protest 
the imminent colonial occupation by France. 

The year was 1947 and the location was France. Yet, 
the new African world dimension that had begun to 
emerge during the war would signal a whole new Third 
World in less than a decade. —Lou Turner, 

• • Black World columnist 

But I began to learn, as I continued to attend the fo
rums, that Raya was no mere "literature agent," but 
was a veteran, for a decade or more, of the historic, on
going battle against racism in the United States. We 
were soon engaged in a number of conversations on the 
current Black political situation, such as Roosevelt's re
fusal to support an anti-lynching bill, the vile racist 
speeches of Southern "New Deal" white Congressmen, 
Mussolini's invasion of Ethiopia and the Civil War in 
Spain. There were no limits to the range of subjects. 
Raya even brought up Joe Louis as an important sym
bolic expression of Black liberation as well as Countee 
Cullen's poem "Heritage" that opens with the line, 
"What is Africa to me." 

I don't want to give the impression that Raya 
spent a great amount of her time in 1936 discussing 
current events with a fledgling young Black radical, 
who was at that time a member of the National Neg
ro Labor Congress and the Workers Alliance. Far 
from it. She was an activist and agitator par excel
lence. Indeed, she had come directly to Washington 
in 1936 from her West Coast activity in the San 
Francisco General Strike. And at the very moment I 
met her, she was hard at work building a support or
ganization for striking Black sharecroppers in Ar
kansas, in cooperation with Professors Ralph Bunche 
and Dorsey, both then at Howard University. At the 
same time, she was the most energetic personality 
among the small group of Trotskyists of which I be
came a member. 

Raya's activity in Washington was only the tip of the 
iceberg, so to speak, of her previous decade-long activity 
in the labor and Black movements. It was to take Raya 
several decades to develop her original, sensitive con
cept of the Black movement into understanding it as 
the "touchstone of American civilization" and Black 
masses in motion as crucial at every turning point in 
American history. Thus, she established in her philoso
phy of Marxist-Humanism that the Black struggle for 
freedom is deeply grounded in "Absolute Negativity" 
because it seeks a new beginning, a totally new dimen
sion in the concept and practice of human freedom. 

—John Alan, 
Black/Red columnist 

African Liberation 

Raya Dunayevskaya in The Gambia, 1962 

There is hardly a day one spends in Africa, especial
ly West Africa, when one isn't torn by such conflicting 
emotions that he is both at a loss for words and so full 
of them that every word, literally, has a double mean
ing. 

You come to Nigeria and see that there really has 
been no revolution, just a change in Administra
tion—You come to Ghana, and, at first, you are elated, 
for compared to Lagos, Accra is clean, with wide bou
levards where but yesterday there was bush, and the 
general public does feel it has had more than a change 
of Administration; there has been a genuine political 
revolution. Then you pick up the press—and the adula
tion of Osagyefo, "the Leader," "our Light"... "Nkru-
monism, our philosophy, our politics, our life, and our 
song."... 

You try to get away, go into the bush where not just 
neocolonialism but full colonialism—wave Britannia— 
rules—the colony and protectorate of The Gambia. 
There you will meet up with the coming revolution, 
with the first stages of independence, where the nation 
is one in wanting out, where this oppression and yet 
the humor is there—that you even see the internation
al aspect of tribalism. For it is a fact that, whether 
English or French speaking, each African country 
speaks that official language only in the cities and 
only for the whites. Among themselves, not only in the 
hinterland, but among the sophisticated in the cities, it 
is the tribal language that conveys the small talk and 
the big ideas of freedom, freedom, freedom. 

—"The African Revolutions at the Crossroads," 
Political Letter written from Africa, 1962, microfilm 
#3038 

Ann Arbor, Mich.—I was deeply moved by 
Raya Dunayevskaya's departure. Although I had 
never really met her, my eyes filled at the news of 
her departure. I knew she was a friend of Africa 
and of the human race. 

Few Marxists have ever combined so effectively 
intellectual rigour with such emotional refinement, 
proletarian consciousness with human empathy. 

Although she did not believe in "soul" in my 
sense, I do wish her soul a proletarian tranquility. 

—Yours warmly, 
Ali A. Mazrui 

Center for Afroamerican and African Studies 
The University of Michigan I 

Marxist-Humanist Archives 
• Marx's reference in the Ethnological Notebooks to 
the Australian aborigine as "the intelligent Black" 
brought to a conclusion the dialectic he had un
chained when he first broke from bourgeois society in 
the 1840s and objected to the use of the word, "Neg
ro," as if it were synonymous with the word, "slave." 
By the 1850s, in the Grundrisse, he extended that 
sensitivity to the whole pre-capitalist world. By the 
1860s, the Black dimension became, at one and the 
same tinve> not only pivotal to the abolition of slavery 
and victory of the North in the Civil War, but also to 
the restructuring of Capital itself. In a word, the oft
en-quoted sentence: "Labor cannot emancipate itself 
in the white skin where in the Black skin it is brand
ed," far from being rhetoric, was the actual reality 
and the perspective for overcoming that reality. Marx 
reached, at every historic turning point, for a con
cluding point, not as an end put as a new jumping-off 
point, a new beginning, a new vision. 
—Raya Dunayevskaya, 1983 Introduction to Amer
ican Civilization on Trial: Black Masses as Van
guard. 

Black women's liberation 
Chicago, ///.—When I first met kaya in the mid-

1970s I was emerging as a young Black! women's libera-
tionist, participating in some activity with Marxist-Hu
manist friends. Before then I had not been involved in 
any freedom movement and had barely heard the name 
of Karl Marx. Hearing Raya speak on the UCLA cam
pus made me feel freedom is possible, within a hand's 
reach. The way she presented the reality of the idea of 
freedom suddenly struck me because the question of the 
idea and reality were very important to me as an indi
vidual. I was into dancing and was being taught that re
ality and the idea could not possibly meet—that the 
"beautiful world" had to be created on stage; that the 
art form was creating the unity that could not be creat
ed in the real world. 

But Raya spoke of the exact opposite—that the 
idea of freedom is a part of you and is striving to be 
made real through revolution. Some months later I 
was again with Raya, but was very self-conscious as 
to what I could possibly say to this thinker. I then 
felt compelled to say: "Raya, I want to break from 
dance and become a revolutionary." Upon saying 
this, I felt embarrassed, saying to myself, "How 
could you speak of something so trivial?" But to my 
surprise, rather than taking it as trivial, Raya took 
great interest and had a discussion with me about 
Martha Graham, who she considered to be a great 
choreographer but who wanted to make dance the 
universal. 

But for Raya, the universal was the striving to make 
philosophy and revolution one in the world. Raya had 
developed her activity and study with Black women for 
many years before I had met her. Recently she wrote 
about one incident that I found striking: 

"I started, not with woman scholars originally, but with 
the working women..! used the following experience to 
prove how far in advance the so-called ordinary Black 
women were to the so-called extra-ordinary white intellectu
al women at the very start of what would become a founder 
of women's liberation. I'm referring to Simone de Beauvoir's 
The Second Sex. I was so utterly infuriated at her existen
tialist statements that we women haven't produced a Shake
speare in the literary world or a revolutionary like Lenin in 
the political world and that since men nevertheless are the 
ones who are oppressing us, it is up to them to free us. I 
[showed this] to a Black factory worker I was working 
with. I was happy to see that not only was she just as infu
riated as myself, but the first words out of her mouth were, 
'Gee, what she's doing to us women is exactly what white 
men were always doing to Black men. They were always 
talking about this being the white man's burden.' She pro
ceeded to say that no one ever got their freedom who didn't 
fight for U..." 

To me that concept of Black women as Reason has 
always been presented by Raya in her constant search 
for the development of Black women's thought. This 
has been my own experience as a Black women in 
knowing Raya. The category Woman as Reason had a 
particular dimension within that Raya helped me see as 
a task for myself and others—to workout Black women 
as force and as reason of revolution. 

—Diane Lee. Columnist for N&L 

• 
Detroit, Mich.—I recall the days of the 1960s 
and the first time I saw the newspaper News & 
Letters. As a Black working mother, I'd seen, 
heard and done many things, and this paper ad
dressed many things that were important to me. I 
read several issues all the way through and decided 
to go to meetings here in Detroit. That's where I 
first met Raya, and the meetings were all enlight
ening and educational to me. 

I remember when she spoke on the Black Di
mension long ago, saying that it was a good time ,to 
learn a new language, the language of Black 
thought. She really developed the concept of time 
as the space for human development by concentrat
ing on specific historic turning points and what 
they meant. She will be missed. —Mary White 

N o t i c e t o S u b s c r i b e r s : We regret the delay in 
publishing News & Letters. All subscribers will 
have their subscriptions appropriately extended. 
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On the international impact of Marxist-Humanism... 
Japan: Luxemburg studies 
Kamakura, Japan—Seven years ago, at the be

ginning of 1980, I established an international associa
tion to study Rosa Luxemburg with my colleagues in 
Europe. Just after that I received from Raya Dunayev-
skaya a letter and News & Letters, which informed me 
that Raya was writing on Luxemburg. In April 1980, I 
had a one-hour program on Rosa Luxemburg on Japa
nese TV. I introduced the Japanese public to Raya's 
study. That was the beginning of our friendship. 

To my great regret I never met Raya. We exchanged 
letters, and I received her book on Rosa Luxemburg. 
She identified Luxemburg for the first time as a pioneer 
of the women's liberation movement in the world. I was 
impressed very much by the book and shared her as
sessment, although Peter Nettl and others insisted that 
Rosa Luxemburg had nothing to do with the women's 
liberation movements of that time. 

Surely in May 1898, as Rosa Luxemburg joined the 
German Social Democratic Party, she rejected the pro
posal of the leaders of the Party to take part in the 
women's movement. But the revolutionary theories of 
Luxemburg contained, of course, women's liberation, 
and she worked together with Clara Zetkin for it in her 
praxis. Raya Dunayevskaya pointed out very clearly 
and sharply this aspect of Rosa's theory and praxis, us
ing the documents of the Women's Conference in 1907 
at Stuttgart. 

In my view, the most appealing characteristic of Raya 
Dunayevskaya's life was the unity of her theory and 
praxis as she wrote on Rosa Luxemburg. Because of the 
distance between America and Japan, to my regret. I 
could not see her and talk with her. But I know that 
she worked and wrote always for the freedom of op
pressed people and for the liberation of the human 
being from discrimination and class society. So I share 
with you our loss of Raya Dunayevskaya. 

—Narihiko Ito 

On revolution in Iran 
San Francisco, Cat—There could have been no 

greater time for me to meet Raya Dunayevskaya than 
March 9, 1979. The still ongoing Iranian revolution had 
just then brought forth the outpouring of yet another 
new revolutionary force, Women's Liberation, and Raya 
had begun the actual writing of her book, Rosa Luxem
burg, Women's Liberation, and Marx's Philosophy of 
Revolution, which she had been working on since the 
mid-'70s and to which the Iranian Revolution became 
integral. 

Nothing can erase the fresh memory of that magnifi
cent morning when I—a young revolutionary on my 
journey to Iran—first saw Raya. She had just finished 
reading the front-page story in the Detroit Free Press 
with a photo of the mass demonstration of Iranian 
women on International Women's Day. Her mind was 
filled with fresh ideas; no sooner did she embrace me 
than those ideas poured forth. She urged me to trans
late Ding Ling's "Thoughts on March 8" as her way of 
a special greeting to embattled women's liberationists in 
Iran. 

As I departed for Iran, I was permeated with hope. 
This, however, concealed a duality within: both a great 
desire for the new and a great impatience to get there. 
I continued my relationship with Raya through corre
spondence. 

Her first letter to me, dated May 14, 1979, begins 
by pointing out that participation in and analysis of 

an ongoing revolution does in fact have a dialectical 
impact on a revolutionary intellectual, but to assure 
revolutionary continuity one cannot take the dialec
tics of thought for granted. In a revolutionary trans
ition period, Raya continued, such as Iran in the 
spring of 1979, when the impatience to get to the 
new by practice alone is so overpowering, "nothing 
is more urgent than to articulate philosophy, prac
tice, organization, in a way that it makes a unity." 

Perhaps this is why Dunayevskaya became so de
lighted when she heard about the translation into 
Farsi of the chapter from Part two of her work 
Marxism and Freedom^ entitled; "Worker and Intellec
tual at a Turning Point in History: 1848-61." As she 
herself wrote me then: " 'Worker and Intellectual...' is a 
magnificent event, and it is an event rather than just a 
chapter in a book, both because of its relevance and 
universality.... I considered the whole idea of the rela
tionship of worker to intellectual (and of how distinct 
from each other can intellectuals be, depending on then-
attitude to the proletariat) to be so crucial for the revo
lutionary movement that I assigned a whole part to 
that single chapter." 

Out of that turning point in history, and out of the 
rootedness in the philosophic divide between Marx and 
Lassalle, Raya had created a whole new category for 
our time that had as well organizational consequences. 
It was not until later, after my return to what Raya re
ferred to as "the land of Marxist-Humanism," that I 
first learned that this new conception of worker and in
tellectual is that by which Dunayevskaya had formed 
the very core of News & Letters as both organization 
and paper. —Raha, July 6, 1987 

England: power of ideas 
Hove, Englondr-lt is 20 years ago that I first 

wrote to Raya. I had been reading odd copies of News 
& Letters along with her Marxism and Freedom, 
which is undoubtedly the best introduction to Marxism 
in print! I had accused Raya of being obsessed with 
"past history" and "obsolete terminology." She replied 
by reiterating the simple truth she was so often to em
phasize—that on the eve of great "disasters" the past 
has a habit of coming to life, illuminating both the pres
ent and the future. 

Raya went on to suggest that it was no coincidence 
that while the U.S. establishment was faced by revolts 
against Automation, the Russians launched their "at
tack" on a number of obscure essays, written by Marx, 
accusing their author of still being under the influence 
of "mystical" Hegehanism. She insisted on relating the
ory to practice, or practice moving into theory in terms 
of the bureaucracy's attack upon the "negation of the 
negation," to the East German revolt of 1953. 

The real power of Marx's ideas, especially if ap
proached in the manner of Raya in all her work, but 
more recently in Rosa Luxemburg, Women's Libera
tion, and Marx's Philosophy of Revolution, was clear
ly demonstrated to me 15 years after my first contact 
with N&L. While working on a Ph.D. at the university, 
I gave two lectures on the theme "Women's Liberation 
and Marx's Philosophy of Revolution." Approximately 
200 students attended. 

I based my contribution on the Luxemburg book. 
Here Raya not only educates the reader in Marxist 
philosophy—the great divide between Hegel and Capi
tal, the transformation of the former's "revolution in 
philosophy" into a "philosophy of revolution"—but rela
tes it to the feminist question, that essence of class soci

ety's problem, the man/woman relationship referred to 
in the Ethnological Notebooks of Marx. 

I was myself staggered at the intensity of interest 
shown by the students. After each session I was bom
barded by individuals wanting more information. A fur
ther six copies of Philosophy and Revolution were 
placed in the library, and for several weeks afterwards 
the Ethnological Notebooks were transferred to "short-
term" loan category. 

Raya was truly one of those "live human beings" re
ferred to on the final page of her last major work. 

—Bob Potter 

Frank Monico, 1922-1987 

Frank Monico (M. Franki) with Raya 
Dunayevskaya, Scotts Run, West Virginia, 1948 

At the end of World War II the American working 
class, led by the coal miners, erupted in near general 
strikes that shook the nation. Unlike the other leaders 
who shook their heads in sorrow and commiserated 
with Frank over the loss of his right leg to shrapnel fire 
in Germany, Raya challenged him to realize his revolu
tionary potential by working with the miners in the coal 
fields. Frank decided to go to West Virginia. 

When the historic coal miners' general strike of 1949-
50 exploded, Frank became a familiar figure with the 
roving miner pickets who closed down all mining opera
tions in the state. It was quite a sight to see him 
doggedly pick his way along the narrow, gutted dirt 
roads that snaked precipitously up and down the hills of 
Appalachia that had to be traveled on foot when we got 
to non-union mines. And while it is true that Frank 
gained much inspiration from the magnificent actions of 
the miners, he also inspired them by his own example. 

Frank not only played a major role in those concrete 
developments, he made an important contribution to 
the pamphlet, A 1980s View: The Coal Miners' Gener
al Strike of 1949-50 and the Birth of Marxist-Human
ism in the U.S. (1984) He regularly contributed articles 
and editorial cartoons for News & Letters. And in 1976, 
Frank co-authored the News & Letters pamphlet, 
"America's First Unfinished Revolution." 

We mourn the death of Frank—friend, comrade and 
working-class fighter. But at the same time, we cele
brate the memory of his life and work. 

—Excerpts from the In Memoriam statement by 
Andy Phillips, read in Berkeley, Calif., 

June 21, 1987 
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Raya Dunayevskaya, Founder of Marxist-Humanism 
(continued from page 7) 

& Letters of the illumination cast on their own 1987 
struggles by the original concluding chapter of Marxism 
and Freedom, "Automation and the New Humanism." 

• Just last year, South African revolutionaries spoke 
directly to the question of a philosophy of liberation 
when they told us: "We can understand why the Marx
ist-Humanists felt a need to call themselves "not just 
Marxists, but Marxist-Humanists, because the human
ism has been removed from Marx to such an extent 
that people thought they could come with certain theo
ries and ideas just from the top—the intellectuals theor
izing and telling the people how to liberate themselves." 
Dunayevskaya's original view of "Black masses as van
guard" of all forward movement in this society, devel
oped in the 1963 work American Civilization on Trial, 
had long singled Out the "two-way road between the 
U.S. and Africa" as the international pathway of free
dom ideas. 

• Through 1986 and into 1987, Raya was also ab
sorbed in a correspondence with non-Marxist Hegel 
scholars Louis Dupre and George Armstrong Kelly, as 
she returned again to the subject of her 1953 letters on 
Hegel's Absolutes and probed the\ differences between 
Hegel's Science of Logic and his Encyclopedia on the 
"Idea of Cognition" and the "Absolute Idea." 

• In the last year of her life, Raya welcomed the dia
logue opened with feminist writer and activist Adrienne 
Rich, whose review of all four of Dunayevskaya's major 
books caught the essence of Raya's life and work: 
"What I hear Dunayevskaya saying above all is that we 
have reached the point in history where real freedom is 
attainable, if we are willing to commit ourselves to a 
more inclusive definition of freedom than has ever been 
attempted. If indeed Marx was moving in such a direc
tion, we can't leap forward from Marx without under
standing where he left off, and what he left to us." 

• Raya's last two public lectures were to audiences of 
youth activists on Illinois campuses. Her words there, 
on the youth movements of the 1960s and the 1980s, 

y spelled out a challenge to those who heard her to work 
out the "idea of freedom" in all its dimensions—in 
thought and in life. 

She challenged all to "reach to philosophy." But no
where was what she called "the battle of ideas" waged 
more sharply than with all tendencies, who were being 
tested by the national-international, objective-subjective 
crises of our age. Her sharp critiques ranged from those 
of rulers like Mao to non-rulers like the Trotskyist 
Mandel; from those she considered serious theoreticians, 
like Adorno, to those she considered diletantes playing 
at revolution, like Regis Debray; from such serious 
Marxist philosophers as Antonio Gramsci to "the out
sider looking in," Jean-Paul Sartre. She corresponded 
with Marxist theoreticians, as well as scholars through
out the world—from Silvio Frondizi to Herbert Mar-
cuse; from Erich Fromm to A.V. Miller; from East Eu
ropean dissidents to African revolutionaries. 

After a full lifetime of such battles, by the 1980s Du
nayevskaya created the original category of "post-Marx 
Marxism as a pejorative." A crucial moment in the cre
ation of that category was Dunayevskaya's analysis of 
Marx's Ethnological Notebooks. This work of Marx's 
last years, which was only transcribed in the 1970s, rev-
ealed to her both how profoundly Marx concretized his 
1844 Humanist Essays in the "new moments" of his last 
decade, and how seriously his closest follower and col
laborator, Engels, had diverted from them in his effort 
to "update" Marx—his Origin of the Family, Private 
Proper ty and the State . 

With her Rosa Luxemburg, Women's Liberation 
and Marx's Philosophy of Revolution in 1982, Raya 

i 

Among Hegel scholars... 
West Barnstable, Afass.—Raya Dunayevskaya 

was my friend for several years, an ever faithful and 
probing letter writer, particularly on philosophical ques
tions relating to Hegel's dialectics and their misappro
priation by certain other schools of thought. Through 
this correspondence Raya became a familiar presence to 
me, not because she revealed her life in so many words, 
but because every sentence seemed steeped in her per
sonality and the energizing flavor of her revolutionary 
commitment. When I finally met Raya on one of her 
trips to New York City, she moved immediately into 
the image I had framed of her. Thereafter, she was 
physically fastened to her legend, so that I could literal
ly watch her speak while I read her words. 

I must say something about her formal writings and 
her intellectual and philosophical praxis. Raya Dunay
evskaya wanted freedom, with dignity, for all people: 
she understood this as an active goal of human labor, 
sacrifice, and spirit. And so she was a worker—a jour
nalist, an organizer, an agitator—first, and an intellectu
al second. But her philosophical and historical under
standing was keen; she corrected academically or politi
cally prestigious writers on a number of issues; and she 
deserves to be remembered as a serious and independ
ent voice in the Marxist social debate. 

Raya and I had deep disagreements, she as a Marxist 
% humanist, I as a Christian democrat—and we took 

friendly pleasure in provoking one another or in con
spiring against the bourgeoisie. Yet I honored her, and 

"~ do honor her, as a great soul, endowed with stamina, 
charm, wit, and will. Christian words (she must spare 
me her frown) apply to her: she was "of good cheer"; 
she wore "the breastplate of righteousness"; she "fought 

-'•*- the good fight and kept the faith." 
—George Armstrong Kelly 

developed the category of "post-Marx Marxism" 
through a look at the greatest revolutionaries—Lenin, 
Luxemburg, Trotsky. Her work was a challenge to all 
revolutionaries today to measure up to the uniqueness 
of both Marx's Humanism and Marxist-Humanism. It 
was with that work and that challenge in hand that 
Raya undertook an extraordinary two-month tour for 
the Marx Centenary in 1983—a tour that took her to 
more than 40 lectures across the country. 

A SUMMATION THAT 
IS A NEW BEGINNING 

Her passion from the last day of that tour to the last 
week of her life was to create a summation of the 30-
year development of the Idea of Marxist-Humanism. 
She called it "a summation that is a new beginning," 
and "Marxist-Humanism digging into itself." In her last 
five years there was virtually no new publication that 
bore her name which did not include an "Introduc
tion/Overview" by her as "a 1980s view" of the long 

R a y a D u n a y e v s k a y a w i t h J o h n D w y e r ( P e t e r 
Mallory), 1984. 

At the funeral service for Raya, June 12, brief passages 
from Hegel, Marx and Dunayevskaya were read. The serv
ice closed with the following words from her comrade and 
husband, John Dwyer. She was then buried at Waldheim 
Cemetery, close by the monument to the Haymarket Martyrs 
of 1886. 

The passing of Raya Dunayevskaya is a blow that 
none of us was prepared for. We have become so used 
to her guidance at every stage of world crisis, organiza
tional difficulties and even personal problems that it 
will be difficult to know where to turn for the advice 
that she was so generous in offering. 

Although she was self-educated, her wisdom and 
knowledge permitted her to confront her most learned 
colleagues on a doctoral level in their own fields and 
come out best. 

She advanced the field of philosophy and Marxism 
from the morass into which it had fallen under both 
Stalinism and Trotskyism and advanced it to new 
heights under the banner of Marxist-Humanism. 

From the time of her arrival in Chicago at the age of 
12 she began the struggle that she continued up until 
the time of death at 77. She had traveled throughout 
the world both seeking enlightenment, and teaching and 
enlightening others. Her trips to England, France, Italy, 
several African nations, Hong Kong and Japan, where 
she lectured at several universities, made her an inter
nationally known and respected figure. Wherever injus
tice raised its head, she could be found in the forefront 
combating it—from the coal fields of West Virginia, 
back to her high school days in Chicago where she first 
made headlines fighting discrimination. 

Raya did not depart without leaving us a great and 
generous legacy. Her legacy was a body of ideas, Marx
ist-Humanism, and an organization to implement them. 

Her burdens were heavy. She wrote the books, had to 
overcome prejudice and bigotry and fight the system to 
get them published. Acadamia refused to recognize her 
as one of their own, and she had to claw her way to the 
top. While working night and day she had to build an 
organization to promote these ideas and overcome oppo
sition from within and without the organization. 

Even on her deathbed she sold copies of her book to 
doctors and distributed News & Letters to her nurses. 
We cannot allow these heroic efforts to pass unnoticed. 

The best tribute that we can pay to her here and 
now is to swear that her efforts have not gone in vain. 
That we will continue, not only to promote Marxist-Hu
manism and its philosophy, but continue her work in 
enlarging upon it, for no philosophy is a dead instru
ment. It lives, grows and must be enlarged upon. 

If she were here today, that is the task that she 
would set before us. As she was stricken, she was at 
work on a new book and the preparation for the fall na
tional meeting. The task of building and expanding was 
uppermost in her mind. 

The very least we, as her comrades, can do is to take 
up the battle where she left off and carry it on to build 
the better world for us all that was her dream in life. 
Let her dream become reality; that is the best memorial 
that we can offer her today. 

-—John F. Dwyer 
Read J u n e 12, 1987 

trek in the self-determination of the Idea of Marxist-
Humanism. 

Thus, her "Introduction/Overview" to Women's Lib
eration and the Dialectics-of Revolution: Reaching 
for the Future (1985) concludes: 

"As Marx insisted from the very beginning, nothing 
can be a private enclave; neither any part of life, nor 
organization, nor even science. In his Economic-Phil
osophic Manuscripts he proclaimed that: 'To have 
one basis for life and another for science is a priori 
a lie.' The truth of this statement has never been 
more immediate and urgent than in our nuclear 
worlds over which hangs nothing short of the threat 
to the very survival of civilization as we have known 
it." 

What confronts us now is not only the daily new hor
rors of Reaganism and Gorbachevism, but both the ut
ter failure of post-Marx Marxists to ground themselves 
in M a n ' s philosophy of "revolution in permanence," 
and the unfinished nature of all the movements from 
practice. The "changed world" of 1987 which Raya Du
nayevskaya pinpointed, crisis by crisis, over the whole 
past year has been profoundly deepened by the loss of 
her corporeal presence. Never has Dunayevskaya's origi
nal concept of Archives, not as past but as future, been 
more essential. 

In response to the incompleteness of the movements 
of the 1960s, when too many of the new generation of 
revolutionaries thought "theory"! c o u l d ^ caught "en 
route," Dunayevskaya donated h|er documents in 1969 
to Wayne State University, and has continually expand
ed her collection—now called "Marxist-Humanism: A 
Half-Century of Its World Development"—ever since. 
Her insistence on sharing with the world the process of 
her creation of the philosophy of revolution for our age, 
rather than just its conclusions, while she was still alive, 
is unprecedented—not only in the| history of "archives" 
but in the history of the whole revolutionary movement. 

The book she was working on at the moment she 
died—a work she had tentatively entitled "Dialectics of 
Organization and Philosophy"—must remain unfinished. 
But the ongoing nature of her concept of archives as 
rooted in the future can be seen in her last "Theo
ry/Practice" column, which we print in this issue on 
page one. 

It is in that column that she quotes the penultimate 
paragraph of her Rosa Luxemburg, Women's Libera
t ion and Marx's Philosophy of Revolution, which 
reads: "Only live human beings ca i recreate the revolu
tionary dialectic forever anew. And these live human 
beings must do so in theory as well as in practice." 

We intend to devote all our energies and passion to 
help bring this revolutionary dialectic to full realization 
in our age. We ask you to join us in that effort. 

—Olga Domanski and Michael Connolly, 
Co-National Organizers, for 

News and Letters Committees 

Trotskyism in 1930s... 
Los Angeles, Cal.—I have only the fondest mem

ories of Rftya. I was probably the first person that she 
got to know intimately when as a young Trotskyist she 
came to N|ew York about fifty-five years ago. In those 
early years we threw ourselves with all of our youthful 
energies into the struggle against Stalinism and all of its 
treacherous and murderous manifestations. 

Utilizing The Militant which came out in special edi
tions and Trotsky's books which We financed and pub
lished in those years of the Depression, holding count
less public meetings which the Stalinist hoodlums tried 
to break up, and taking advantage of every other availa
ble forum, we carried on the intense educational work 
of combatting the nefarious theories and activities of in
ternational Stalinist communism. 

We exploded the theory of social fascism which con
tributed to: the rise of Nazism in Germany and called 
for a* united front of the Socialist and Communist par
ties. We exposed the counter-revolutionary role of the 
Stalinists in the Spanish Civil War and called for Work
ers Councils. We blasted the Moscow Trials. We pre
dicted that the Hitler-Stalin Pact would lead to World 
War 2. We confronted the Stalinists on every front na
tionally and internationally with our own revolutionary 
program. No one was more dedicated and passionately 
active in these struggles than the young Raya. It was 
there and iin her role as Trotsky's secretary that she 
served her apprenticeship to become a leader and 
founder in her own right of the Marxist-Humanist 
cause. 

With her unfaltering integrity, intelligence and dedi
cation, Raya grew to her full height. It was always 
amazing to me how she was able to draw from what 
seemed to me an inexhaustible source of energy. She 
could do many things and do them quickly and well, 
from political thinking, writing, and activity to the prep
aration of a meal. She had an extraordinary drive which 
permitted her to achieve whatever personal and politi
cal goals she set for herself. At the same time she was a 
woman, a soft, caring, and sensitive woman with a great 
heart. She was a romantic in the best! sense of the 
word. She had a love of beauty and a deep1 appreciation 
of music, the arts, and literature. It was she who intro
duced me to the works of Marcel Proust. 

She was always the friend. In April of last year when 
she heard that I had suffered a heart attack, she 
promptly sent me a beautiful card in which she ex
pressed her concern and support, asking how she could 
help, and characteristically included her own thoughts 
on the then political situation. 

—Mark M. Sharron 
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Raya Dunayevskaya at age 11 

I come from Russia 1917, and the ghettos of Chica
go, where I first saw a Black person. The reason that 
I'm starting that way—it happens to be true—but the 
reason that I'm starting that way is that I was illiter
ate. You know, you're born in a border town—there's 
a revolution, there's a counter-revolution, there's anti-
Semitism—you know nothing, but experience a lot. 
Especially if you happen to be born a revolutionary, 
right? That is, you don't know that you're a revolu
tionary, but you're opposed to everything. 

Now how does it happen that an illiterate person, 
who certainly didn't know Lenin and Trotsky, who as 
a child had never seen a Black, had begun to develop 
all the revolutionary ideas to be called Marxist-Hu
manism in the 1950s? It isn't personal whatsoever! If 
you live when an idea is born, and a great revolution 
in the world is born-—it doesn't make any difference 
where you are; that becomes the next stage of 
development of humanity. 

—microfilm #5818 September, 1978 

From a Philippine student 
Manila, The Philippines—After a two-month 

summer organizing activity in one of the provinces, I re
ceived news about a fallen friend who died in an am
bush in early June. The ambushers were believed to be 
ultra-rightists. Reeling from the death of this friend, the 
thought of another death within the ranks of revolution
aries, Raya Dunayevskaya, is so saddening. It is hard to 
accept the fact that one of the greatest philosophers of 
our time, who had a link with the historic past, is gone. 

It is really saddening for me that my plans of see
ing her personally in the future have vanished. The 
urgency of writing her about my own understanding 
of Marx and Hegel, my task of developing a Marxist-
Humanist perspective for the Philippines, and how 
that perspective could be put into political practice, 
did not come. A very unfortunate event indeed for 
me. 

I could not help but admire the consistency of her 
struggle against bourgeois society, even surpassing the 
bounds of an "institutionalized radical" philosophy 
which has divorced theorizing from political practice, 
and beyond the clutches of a pseudo-Marxist perspec
tive. 

The time when I learned about her works way back 
in 1984 was just an accident whefa I came to know 
News & Letters in a small library in the university. 
Practically my understanding of what is Marxism 
changed as I plunged into a one-year study. I was so 
challenged by the philosophy of Marxist-Humanism as I 
came from another strand of Marxist thought. But as 
the years passed, Raya's philosophy of Marxist-Human
ism, its simple and down-to-earth language, and my pro
ject of bridging the so-called gap between Marx and He
gel, proved to be enriched as I read Raya's works. 

' The only task left for me now is to recreate Marxist-
Humanism as events in our country unfold in the move
ment of history, as the workers and the masses continue 
to struggle for freedom. For me Raya's legacy is now 
rooted in the Philippines. It is just a matter of develop
ing it indigenously. Raya's contribution is far-reaching, 
beyond the boundaries of nations and rooted in the 
thought of humanity—worker's struggles, the Blacks 
and the women—aiming to create a new world out of 
the old order. —Correspondent 

Maturing with Raya's ideas 
Los Angeles, Cal.—The ideals and issues that 

News and Letters Committees brings out have influ
enced my family ever since I can remember; because of 
this I was aware of some of the injustices of our society 
to different cultures and within itself. Yet it all seemed 
removed from myself and my life. 

Not until"" this last year, my senior year of high 
school, did I really start to understand some of the ide
als of Marxist-Humanism and realize that not only did 
our entire world need to be questioned, but my small 
community too. 

I started to read News & Letters and some of Raya's 
writings, and I recently saw on videotape the talk Raya 
gave on the youth of the 1980s at Northern Illinois Uni
versity. The talk was exciting, for she pointed out that 
the surge of demonstrations and awareness of the 1960s 
is being sparked up again in the 1980s—and I am part 
of that! The talk also made me realize how my own 
mind was warped from the books I studied in school. It 
seems that many of the ideals people fight for get 
watered down and lost in history books. 

As I started maturing through Raya's ideas, I so 
looked forward to seeing her at the 1987 News and 
Letters Committees national conference—not as the 
little girl she once knew, but as the woman I am be
coming largely due to her ideas. I am only beginning 
to grasp them, but I do know she has given me a 
great perspective on life. 

Remembering Raya from when I was a small child, I 
remember that I loved her smile and sweet kindness. I 
now remember her ideas which have deepened my love 
and respect for Raya, and will continue to inspire me. 

—Samara 

Personality of an idea 
Toronto, Canada—I am rushing to get this writ

ten and mailed before the impending postal workers' 
strike. Our Reagan look-alike Prime Minister, Mulroney, 
talks out of one side of his mouth about respecting un
ion rights while, at the same time, his government's re
sponse to last week's rotating strikes was to counteract 
with strikebreakers. In one Canadian city a welfare re
cipient was told to scab or lose his eligibility. So if this 
letter doesn't make it in time for the memorial issue, 
I'm sure Raya would understand. 

I attended a News and Letters annual convention in 
the late '70s. I had then recently learned about Marxist-
Humanism and was very impressed with what I had 
read in News & Letters and particularly the brilliant 
writing of Raya Dunayevskaya. In the lobby of the hall 
before the first session of the conference I attended, 
some conversations were going on. I was standing next 
to a group of African intellectuals who were attending 
as guests. They were talking to an ordinary looking 
middle-aged woman speaking in an animated fashion. 

As I listened in, I began to grow embarrassed for 
these African guests. The woman spoke as much 
with her hands and her eyes as she did with her 
words, which were not very intellectual at all. I be
gan to worry that these guests would get the wrong 
impression of News and Letters from her. Then I 
chastised myself for being so snobbish and reminded 
myself that News and Letters was a union of intellec
tuals and workers. I felt ashamed that I should feel 
embarrassed by this apparently uneducated, though 
lively, working woman. 

It was only a few minutes later that I was introduced 
to this woman who was, of course, Raya Dunayevskaya, 
the same Raya Dunayevskaya whose writings on Hegel 
I was struggling to make sense of. 

Raya's writings continue to be—as they were 
then—a guiding light for me in my understanding of 
the development of human history (i.e., the history of 
the struggle for human freedom) and my own place 
in i t Her discovery of Marx's humanism and its 
meaning for today's dialectic of liberation has helped 
me—every day of my life—to make sense out of the 
chaos of our de-humanized social relations and find 
the strength to struggle on. 

But I will never forget that brief encounter with the 
person behind the writings, in whose shadow I felt so 
uncomfortable for a few seconds on that Labor Day 
weekend. The honesty, vivacity and simplicity of her 
personality were not, of course, incongruent with the 
brilliance of her intellectual work. Quite the opposite. 

My memory of Raya: in conversation with others, 
being herself, unaware of my existence...teaching me 
about "opposites." —Long-time supporter 

Philosophy and Revolution 
Because the transformation of reality is central to the Hegelian dia

lectic, Hegel's philosophy comes to life, over and over again, in all pe
riods of crisis and transition, when a new historic turning point has 
been reached, when the established society is undermined and a foun
dation is laid for a new social order.... 

The objectivity of today's thirst for theory has led this author to 
view, from the vantage point of today's needs, both Marx's analysis of 
the proletarian "quest for universality," and the "in-itselfness" of He
gel's Absolutes. Whereas these absolutes are usually analyzed as 
"ends," as if Absolute Negativity were not inherent in them, this au
thor views them as new points of departure. Absolute Negativity per
vades, moves, does not let go of Absolute Knowledge, Absolute Idea, 
Absolute Mind. Because Marx's rootedness in, and Lenin's "return" 
to, Hegel at crucial historical moments illuminate the problems of our 
day, their philosophic developments are as central as are Hegel's own 
works to this book's Part One, "Why Hegel? Why Now?" 

—from Introduction to first edition, 1973 

Marxist-Humanist Archives 
We feel that the youth are a most precious source 

of our development. We recognize that even though 
the youth are not directly involved in production, they 
are the ones whose idealism in the finest sense of the 
word combines with opposition to existing adult socie
ty in so unique a way that it literally brings them 
alongside the workers as builders of the new society. 
—1958 Amendment to Constitution of News and 

Letters Committees ,•• 

... tarry at the following words — "source," "ide
alism," "combined with opposition." Here I must 
stop to explain the history, the ongoing history, as 
well as the philosophy needed to fully understand 
"language." As against the political-economic use of 
the word "source" as something just mpterial, Amil-
car Cabral used it in a unique way. He refused to 
separate it from the live Subject—revolutionaries; he 
merged source with Subject; he stressed that the 
youth—children, actually—had passed out leaflets to 
the Portuguese soldiers asking why they were fighting 
African freedom fighters instead of fighting their fa-
cist oppressors. Remember also that both Cabral and 
Eduardo Mondlane singled out women as well as 
youth. (See Mondlane's The Struggle for Mozam-

> bique, Penguin Books, 1969,. which has a beautiful pic
ture of the women's delegation at the FRELIMO Con
gress.) It's in that unique way that I used the word 
"source" in our Constitution when I wrote "the youth 
are a most precious source" of our development. 

—"On Listening to Marx Think as Challengers to 
All Post-Marx Marxists," Letter to the Youth from 
Raya, Volume XI: 1981-1985 — Dialectics-of Rev
olution: American Roots and World Humanist 
Concepts, microfilm #8185. 7* 

A new concept of youth 
Chicago, III.—I remember my first' meeting witb^ 

Raya at a national gathering of News and-Letters Com
mittees in Detroit. She came up to me with a friendly 
smile and began asking me, a 15-year-old, about my in
terests, and told me about how important youth were to 
her as builders of the new society. I was very impressed 
with her respect for youth as thinkers. 

Youth were always crucial to Dunayevskaya. She 
had singled out youth as a revolutionary category 
as early as the' 1950s when they were ridiculed as 
the "Beat Generation." She had greeted the Black 
youth who helped initiate the Montgomery Bus Boy
cott and made a category of that boycott for being 
spontaneous, self-organized and at all times about 
new human relations. 

In the 1960s she directly related the birth of a new 
generation of revolutionaries to the Black Revolution, 
and inspired the creation of such News & Letters pam
phlets as Freedom Riders Speak for Themselves and 
The Free Speech Movement and the Negro Revolu
tion, in which she herself participated. But she was also 
critical of the 1960s youth activists attraction to theo
ries of guerrilla warfare as a shortcut to mass revolution 
and not taking seriously Marx's new Humanism. 
ENCOUNTER WITH GENUINE MARXISM 

I had first encountered Dunayevskaya's ideas in high* 
school at the end of the 1970s, when I was just getting 
exposed to different tendencies in the Left. I remember 
reading a Political-Philosophic Letter she had written 
on the Iranian Revolution. For me it was such a sur
prise to see her solidarity with the indigenous revolu
tionary struggles against Khomeini at a time when most 
of the Left activists I knew were supporting Khomeini, 
and to see her speak of a genuine Marxism, Marx's Hu
manism, as what the movement needed to begin on to
tally new human foundations. That was completely, dif
ferent from the "Marxism" I had been exposed to be
fore. And when I met Dunayevskaya at a News and 
Letters Plenum and heard her speak, a strong bond tied 
my life to her philosophy of Marxist-Humanism. 

In the 1980s, Raya was either writing major let
ters to the youth or giving talks to youth audiences 
every year. Her very last two public lectures were 
on "Youth of the 1980s, Youth of the 1960s: The 
Other America and the Idea of Freedom." In her last 
public talk on youth at Northern Illinois University 
this past April, where 500 students heard her, she 
posed the question of what it means to be "thought 
divers as well as activists who want to change the 
world to truly new human relations." She consid
ered Karl Marx's youth, his founding of a whole new 
continent of thought and of revolution, most rele
vant for 1980s youth. 

To Raya, youth were never just an energetic and en
thusiastic force of revolution. Rather, their idealism, 
their seriousness about the philosophy of freedom and 
transforming this oppressive society, made them a very 
important Reason of revolution. 
CHALLENGE TO THE YOUTH 

To me, this is what makes it so urgent for us to grap
ple with what she had written in a letter, to youth in 
1983, entitled "Challenge to the Youth on the Needed 
Total Uprooting of the Old and the Creation of New* 
Human Relations": 

"...I'm really appealing to the Youth Becoming a 
thought diver and an activist in this period demands 
nothing short of practicing the challenge to all post-" 
Marx Marxists, and thereby creating such new ground 
for organization, such concretization of Marx's revolu-^_ 
tion in permanence as to find a new way to let the ac
tual revolution be." —Sheila Fuller, youth columnist 
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As rain drips 
across these New York rooves 
playing the strings and harmonies 
of nostalgia's waterproofs 
I sit here running through 
the pages of my memory 

It must about been six years ago 
that we took that early morning ride 
on the Staten Island ferry 
The sun breaking through the clouds 
We sat outside 
against the breeze 
that cut through our hair. 
The same ride you took with Alfred Rosmer 
speaking of the Paris Communards 

Their voices are not lost 
over a hundred years 
from France to New Caledonia 
Across the ages ... 
Eugene Debs at Ashland Auditorium 
remembering the great Abolitionist 
Wendell Phillips, 
Erich Fromm wondering if there was anybody left 
who knew Rosa Luxemburg 
Like Penthesilea, you smiled 
but my god you people are no Achilles 

You, who travelled to Africa, 
Asia, Europe 
and all parts of these dis-United States, 
who befriended auto workers, 
poets 
found wisdom is the words from the streets 
and the sound of the blues, 
truth is not a minted coin 
which can be given and 
pocketed ready made; You 
a thought diver, diving deep and 
coming up again with bloodshot eyes 

Ideas were your weapons 
as you cut through the fog 
of these times 
refusing to cease from Mental Fight 
M heard you in a tiny corner of mid Wales 
others came from Teheran, 
or the rust belt USA 
Your words brought new meaning 
Passion, the word comes from the late Latin, 
passio, meaning suffering 

Death here becomes a beacon to the future-r-the inter
communication between the ages will continue until a 
n e w , l i b e r a t e d w o r l d i s b o r n . — R a y a Dunayevskaya, In Memo-
nam for Natalia Sedova Trotsky, 1962 

more as pati, meaning patient 
but passion is also the love and feeling 
of sensuous, living, human beings 
And you loved life with a passion 
A passion for all things human 
A passion for freedom 

Now you've left us 
passed the unpassable 
in a moment 
where time seemed to stop still 
Left us these hard times 
and the unfinished nature of things 
feeling more vulnerable with what 
the future might bring 

The Ideal and the Real are never far apart 
you said 
And I wondered what you meant 
as I heard that your book Marxism and Freedom 
was passed from hand to hand, like a Samizdat, 
by those fighting from under Communism 
So called, you said » 
Marxism is a theory of liberation 
or it is nothing 
History has its leaps and breaks 
and time brings with it shadows snakes 
Mind treads forth but body hesitates 
with that moment it becomes too late. 

Betrayed by your body 
the lowest bellow from Coleman Hawkins' sax 
breaks the silence 
as Body and Soul 
whispers along the waterfront 
death is also the life of the spirit 

There is no turning the clock back 
Now ... history is always in the making 
I scream (I had the feeling that all was lost) 
as I watch the clouds fill with tears 
and thunder shout sheets from 
Indiana to Illinois, 
You laughing in my dreams, 
The night before your body made 
its final journey; 
In full fruition of its essence, 
eternally sets 
itself to work, engenders and enjoys itself as 
Absolute Mind. 

Fred Shelley 
June 27, 1987 

Theory/Practice 
(continued from page 1) 

as the young Marx, in first turning to what he called 
'Economics,' had discovered the proletariat as the Sub
ject who would be the 'gravedigger of capitalism' and 
the leader of the proletarian revolution, so, at the end 
of his life, Marx made still newer discoveries as he 
turned to new, empirical anthropological studies like 
Morgan's Ancient Society as well as to the imperial in
cursions into the Orient and the carving up of Africa." 

Here is what I proposed to add at that point: 
That seems to have been the first point so misunderstood 

by post-Marx Marxists, beginning with Frederick Engels, 
who, without having known of the massive Ethnological 
Notebooks Marx had left behind, undertook to write his 
own version of Morgan's work—his Origin of the Family— 
as a "bequest" of Marx. When Ryazanov discovered these 
notebooks, he rushed, before he ever had a chance to deci
pher them, to characterize them as "inexcusable pedantry." 
If an Engels, who was a close collaborator of Marx and 
without whom we could not have had Volumes II and III of 
Capital, could nevertheless suddenly have gotten so over
confident about his own prowess of interpreting Marx as to 
assume he was speaking for Marx; if an archivist-scholar 
like Ryazanov could, at a time when he was actually pub
lishing those magnificent early essays of Marx (the 1844 
Economic-Philosophic Manuscripts), spend a good deal 
of his first report on the Archives of Marx in asking for 20 
to 30 people to help him sort these manuscripts out, and yet 
pass judgment before he dug into them—it says a great deal 
about literary heirs but nothing whatsoever about so great 
an historic phenomenon as Marx's Marxism. Isn't it time 
to challenge all of the post-Marx Marxists when even those 
who have achieved great revolutions—and none was greater 
than the 1917 Russian Revolution—did not, in thought, 
measure up to Marx? Isn't it time to dig into what Marx, 
who had discovered a whole new continent of thought, had 
to say for himself? 

My letter to my colleagues then concluded: 
The fact that in my latest work, Rosa Luxemburg, 

Women's Liberation and Marx's Philosophy of Revolu
tion , I focus on Marx's "translation" of absolute negativity 
as the revolution in permanance, calling that the absolute 
challenge to our age, will draw still greater criticism from 
academia and outright attacks from post-Marx Marxists. 
This makes it necessary to be prepared, not only for that 
encounter, but for further concretizing that challenge. With 
this in mind, I decided to add that paragraph quoted earli
er directly to the Introduction. For while it is true that the 
actual events of the 1970s—Women's Liberation on the one 
hand, and the publication of Marx's Ethnological Note
books on the other—ore what first led to a renewed inter-

• est in Rosa Luxemburg; and while it is true also that the 
Women's Liberation Movement helped disclose the feminist 
dimension in Luxemburg never before recognized; it is not 
true that that is the goal of the new book. 

The need to see all post-Marx Marxists in strict relation
ship to Marx's Marxism is what revealed that even so 
great and independent a revolutionary as Rosa Luxemburg 
did not fully comprehend Marx's dialectics of liberation and 
thereby committed her biggest error—disregard of the revo
lutionary nature of Polish desire for national self-determi-

On political divides and 
philosophic new beginnings 

nation. Put simply, lite determinant of the new book is 
Marx's philosophy of revolution. This is not for any aca
demic reason, or any sort of orthodoxy, but the fact that his 
works disclosed-a trail to the 1980s and revealed the proble
matic of this age. The totally new question that Luxemburg 
posed—socialist democracy after gaining power—pointed 
to a new aspect of Marxism itself. 

The new moments in Marx that the book discloses and 
that center around what we now call a Third World, are 
not limited to the manner in which Marx revealed an "Asi
atic mode of production" in the Grundrisse. Rather, this is 
extended to the 1880s as Marx was commenting on Mor
gan's Ancient Society and other then-new anthropological 
works on India, on the Australian aborigines, as well as in 
his, letters both on his visit to Algeria and his correspond
ence with revolutionaries in Russia on the ancient commune 
there and its possible transformation into an altogether new 
type of revolution. In a word, it is to revolution in perma
nence that the book keeps returning, whether the subject is 
Luxemburg, or Lenin, or Women's Liberation, or the Hegeli
an dialectic. At the same time, we must keep in mind that, 
whereas it is Marx who transformed Hegel into a contempo
rary, and transformed the Hegelian dialectic into the Mar
xian dialectic of liberation, the revolution is also present in 
Hegel. Hard as Hegel tried to confine this to a revolution 
in thought alone, he made his presence felt in history, even 
as he spoke of The Philosophy of Mind and History oi 
Philosophy. As Hegel put it: 

All revolutions, in the sciences no less than in gen
eral history, originate only in this, that the spirit of 
man, for the understanding and comprehension of 
himself, for the possessing of himself, has now altered 

his categories, uniting himself in a truer, deeper, more 
intrinsic relation with himself. 

Now return to our own situation, and think of the at
tacks that we will be facing in 1987, when we state 
openly thait even the one post-Marx Marxist revolution
ary who did reach deeply into philosophy—Lenin—nev
ertheless did not do so on the question of organization. 
In truth, he never renounced his position on the van
guard party set out in 1902 in What is to be Done?, 
though he often critiqued it himself. He profoundly ex
tended his new breakthrough in philosophy to a concre-
tization of the dialectics of revolution, and yet never 
changed bis position on the need for the "thin layer of 
Bolsheviks" as a vanguard party organization. In 1982 
in Rosa Luxemburg, Women's Liberation and Marx's 
Philosophy of Revolution, we critiqued Lenin political
ly. To fully work out the dialectics of philosophy and 
organization for our age, it is now clear that that cri
tique must dig deep philosophically. 

The whole truth is that even Marx's Critique of the 
Gotha Program, which remains the ground for organi
zation today, was written 112 years ago. What is de
manded is not mere "updating," after all the aborted 
revolutions of the post-World War II world. "Ground" 
will not suffice alone;, we have to finish the building— 
the roof and its contents. This is what I am working on 
now in the Dialectics of Organization and Philosophy. 
I would appreciate hearing from our readers on their 
thoughts on this. —June 5, 1987 

Raya Dunayevskaya Memorial Fund 
In memory of Raya Dunayevskaya, her colleagues have established 
the Raya Dunayevskaya Memorial Fund dedicated to: 

• 1) Assuring that Raya Dunayevskaya's published writings will re- . 
main in print. 

• 2) The preservation, organization and presentation of her library 
and documents to the Wayne State University Archives of Labor and 
Urban Affairs. 

• 3) Supporting continued research into the body of ideas called 
Marxist-Humanism founded by Raya Dunayevsksya . 

We urge all readers to lend their assistance. Make checks payable to 
Raya Dunayevskaya Memorial Fund. Send contributions to: 

Raya Dunayevskaya Memorial Fund 
59 E. Van Buren, Room 707 

Chicago, 111. 60605 
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Chapter 1 the Nature of Modern Society

THIS IS A BOOK concerning Freedom. It attempts to expound in clear terms a social phi-
losophy and a social method by which a practicable liberty can be obtained. It is based on the
assumption that the most desirable human good is the social and economic freedom of the in-
dividual human being, and its theme is a society in which men will have liberty and space to
develop their personalities and to advance, in a world where there exist no longer the bonds of
poverty and coercion, towards the complete man of the visionaries.

From the birth of civilisation this ideal of freedom has led poets and philosophers, social theo-
rists and thinking men. In ancient China and ancient Greece men talked and struggled for free-
dom and the fact that these ideals of personal liberty and of themanwho fulfils himself in freedom
have been perennial through history shows that the concept of freedom is natural to man and
must strengthen as he becomes increasingly aware of his own inner potentiality.

If we survey human society today, engaged in the most evil war of history, we cannot fail to
be impressed by the power of this concept of freedom. It is so powerful in the minds of men that
its most ruthless enemies find themselves compelled to exploit it in order to hold the continued
support of their followers. Thus the leaders of every country at war claim to be fighting for the
freedom of their own people — often also for the freedom of others. In the same way there have
been rulers in every age who have committed atrocious crimes against humanity and created
slavery in the name of its antithesis, liberty.

Before we can discuss the nature of a free society in the future, and indeed, in order that we
may determine the nature of that society, we must consider society as it exists today.

Politically, modern society is based on the system of government; economically, on the system
of property concentrated is the hands of the few. Its political manifestation is the state; its eco-
nomic manifestation is the capitalist system of production. Its tendency is centrifugal, so that po-
litical power becomes more and more concentrated in the state and economic power progresses
from the system of many small capitalists to monopoly capitalism, which in its turn becomes
state capitalism. So the totalitarian state is achieved by the coalescence of political and economic
power in the same body. But this identity of the state and capitalism is no new thing.

For the state is in reality the translation into social terms of the economic form of society. It
serves, in fact, as the executive instrument of those who, by virtue of the economic power con-
ferred by property, are the effective ruling class of the country. And as property comes, through
the growth and amalgamation of large scale business trusts, under the effective control of a class
which grows progressively smaller and smaller, so the state itself becomes more and more con-
centrated until the apparent parallels of political and economic life meet in the totalitarian state.

Every major country has become, during if not before the present war, in some measure to-
talitarian. The circumstances of the war have tended to hasten the concentration of control of
property in the hands of the few, and military necessity has enabled the ruling class to concen-
trate andmakemore andmore intense the power of the state. Organisations, such as trade unions,
which functioned before the war on an independent and voluntary basis and whose purpose was,
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indeed, to some extent in opposition to that of the state, have now become virtually part of its
structure, and serve the state rather than the people for whose protection they were formed. Sim-
ilarly, small proprietors have either been liquidated by conscription or bombing or are subjected
to a mass of regulations which limit their independence to such an extent that they are in effect
minor distributive or productive bureaucrats who receive a guaranteed price instead of a salary
and are preserved from extinction only insofar as they are willing to serve the state.

If the business unity of capitalism has become merged in this manner into the body of the
state, the lives of individual men and women have become hardly less dominated by the totalitar-
ian form of war society. Workers in many industries have returned to a state of virtual serfdom,
being bound to their work under pain of imprisonment if they leave — or even if they are late.
Conditions of labour have reverted to those of pre-Tolpuddle days. Long hours are again compul-
sory, and many people are forced to work seven days a week under the threat of being drafted
into the army. The factory laws have been abrogated, and the safeguards won by the workers in
a century of bitter struggle have vanished almost overnight.

The hours after work, which before the war were counted as the citizen’s own time, in which
to spend in leisure activities the meagre surplus of his income, are likewise at the command of
the state, and the man who has worked sixty hours at some monotonous and tiring employment,
may still find himself obliged to spend a further portion of his week in fire-watching or Home
Guard duty.

The activities in which he can engage during the small leisure that remains are likewise limited,
and almost all of them are used in some way for the transmission of propaganda that will induce
him to accept totalitarian conditions. The cinema, music hall, radio, newspapers and periodicals
combine to emphasise upon his mind the necessity of supporting the total war and by implication,
the total state.

Today society in all countries assumes this totalitarian form, which negates the individual
and deifies the aggregate. The difference between the so-called democracies and the open
dictatorships is superficial and, for the most part, of degree. War or economic crisis has merely
forced the dictatorships to become more open in their suppression of the individual. In the
democracies coercion is incomplete, and while the people can be fooled into a course of action
beneficial to the state their rulers refrain from forcing them. But even the democracies are forced
more and more to use coercion to maintain the stability of the state, and in this way progress
towards identity with the dictatorships. Thus the contention is virtually true, that this is a war
between two kinds of Fascism and that the victory of neither can bring freedom to the peoples
of the world.
It must be remembered that the present suppression of the individual could not have been
achieved had it not been for the tacit agreement of the individuals themselves. One reason
why the government is less ruthless in this country is that the mass of the English people have
become peculiarly amenable to the persuasion of the ruling class, and can easily be convinced,
without the terror that serves as persuasion in the openly Fascist states, that the dictates of
authority represent their own desires.

For the last hundred years the English industrial workers have been subjected to a progressive
conditioning administered by the most capable ruling class in history. By a clever application of
a series minor concessions the activities of the workers were turned away from the revolutionary
trends of the 1830’s to the reformism of the New Model Trade Unions. Workers’ organisations
were, by the corruption of their leaders, turned into instruments for assisting class rule, until,
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today, the trades unions have been incorporated in the totalitarian state machine and the leaders
of the Labour party, built on the workers’ efforts and cash, act the most brutal parts in a reac-
tionary government. By means of universal state education; the press, the radio, the cinema, the
workers have been doped into an ignorance of social truths and a general mental unawareness
far greater than that of their ‘illiterate’ ancestors of Owen’s day.

By the granting, in easy stages and over a number of years, of universal suffrage, the workers
have been encouraged in the illusion of political equality, the illusion that the possession of
the vote gives them a say in the government of the country. The Jacob’s ladder of social and
economic advancement has been hung continually before them, manifested in a graded caste
system among workers. Every worker can become a foreman if he is sufficiently servile. Every
clerk can become a manager if he is sufficiently officious and unscrupulous. In their higher-paid
ranks, skilled craftsmen, foremen, engine drivers, etc., theworkers tend to become dovetailed into
the petty bourgeoisie, imitating their manner of life and acquiring their social prejudices. Avery
high proportion of the proletariat has been completely demoralised by these golden apples of
capitalism, and is devoid of any revolutionary consciousness. Not the least appalling result of this
corruption of the workers of Britain is the fact that they have lost any real sense of self-respect,
any desire to develop their personalities for something better than the social and economic scrum
of would-be go-getters.
While it would be ridiculous to contend that capitalism has given out its prizes to a majority of
the workers, many have benefited from the exploitation of the empire, and their good fortune
has given a hope to many more of their fellows. But they should keep no illusion of continued
good fortune. Capitalism will not, cannot continue to offer such baits to the proletariat. English
capitalism, if it survives, will have a poor time after the war. Then the English workers will
begin to experience something nearer the life of their Indian comrades, on whose misery their
comparative (if slight) well-being has been based. As the contradictions of capitalism drive it
to act for its own eventual destruction, it will turn the screw ever more and more severely on
the proletariat. Then, if not before, we can hope to see a revolutionary consciousness among the
English proletariat.

This revolutionary consciousness is to be found more in countries with small industries and
large peasant populations than in countries preponderantly industrial.

In the great western European industrial nations, revolutionary movements have failed on ev-
ery occasion. Great organisations have been built by the political socialists among the industrial
proletariat. Governments of social democrats have held power in England, Germany and France.
And yet, not only have these socialist movements failed to achieve the social revolution, but also,
when faced by a definite offensive by the forces of reaction they have, in Germany, England and
France alike, failed to make effective resistance and have lost the social improvements gained
over years of struggle.

On the other hand, it is among those countries where capitalism has been least developed that
there have during these years been the few hopes of the social revolution.

In such countries men have not been subjected to the intensive conditioning imposed by effi-
cient capitalism. The state, though perhaps more ruthless in theory, is, in practice, less efficient
and subtle in its oppression. The workers have not been subjected to the demoralisation of bour-
geois standards, of social and economic advancement. For them there have been no Jacob’s lad-
ders, no golden apples of the Hesperides. Having escaped the regimentation of great factories, of
universal state education, of the giant press, they have retained their natural perceptions, their

5



human individuality and integrity, of which the workers of Britain have lost so much. In these
countries the revolution has not retreated through the ineptitude of corrupt political parties that
gulled the workers into giving their support to a fatal programme of reformism and appeasement.

Quite apart from the demoralisation induced by the policy of rulers, it seems that there is an
inner, fundamental demoralisation in the factory system itself, with its usual accompaniment of
a life divorced from any close or lasting contact with rural life. It takes considerable strength to
withstand the spiritually destructive elements in a mass life, a life of regimentation and unifor-
mity, of division of labour carried down to the absurdities of the Ford and Bedaux systems. Such
a system is in itself a prime cause of the intellectual sterility that falls like a blight over the lives
of the great majority of the urban proletariat.

In this connection it is significant to note that among the workers of Britain the most emo-
tionally alive, culturally sensitive and socially conscious, are those whose circumstances of work
and life bring them in some close contact with nature, or provide some form of work that allows
a certain individual initiative or creativeness. Thus the miners, most of whom still live in fairly
close contact with rural surroundings, are the most militant of the British workers.

The present condition of the petty bourgeoisie is more complex than that of the industrial
workers, in that they are in transition from being servants of individualist capitalism to being
more or less direct agents of the total state. Symptomatic of this is the increase of the civil ser-
vice establishment since the commencement of the war from half a million to nearly a million
bureaucrats. In addition to this we must consider the large number of typical members of the
bourgeoisie who have obtained commissions in the army and in various civil defence services. In
this way the petty bourgeoisie is rapidly changing into a new class of state parasites similar to the
great middle-class bastions of authority that form the bureaucracy and ruling party in both Nazi
Germany and Stalinist Russia. As we have already seen even that section of the petty bourgeoisie
that continues in private business becomes gradually transformed into agents of the various state
ministries, in fact into an unofficial bureaucracy supporting the bureaucracy proper.

This rise of the bureaucracy as a class in itself, rather than as the section of a class is the logical
end of the development of industrial capitalism, running parallel with the gradual subjugation
and robotisation of the industrial working class and the metamorphosis of individual capitalism
into trust and finally state monopoly capitalism. It is a component of the development of the
apiary society of totalitarianism, in which a graded and rigid authoritarian hierarchy replaces
the partial individual freedom of liberal capitalist society.
These statements have, of course, only a general application. Workers and bureaucrats are first
and foremost individuals, men with their own personalities and characteristics. They only be-
come classes and masses when and in so far as they undergo a common reaction to common
circumstances. And just as there are events or conditions which make a universal appeal tran-
scending all class reactions, so there are special circumstances which impel the individual to
diverge from the common way, and there are also men who remain isolated, to a very great
degree, from the mass direction, and direct their lives and opinions as individuals.

Such individuallymindedmen are found in all classes, but they aremost frequent among the in-
telligentsia, and if we study the various trends of thought among intellectuals during recent years
we can gain some idea of the tendencies among independently minded men. For individualists,
even, form a class in a negative manner through their common reaction against the domination
of authority.

6



The most significant of developments of the attitude among English intellectuals since the
war is the swing from cut-and-dried systems, from dogmas, from that very totalitarian tendency
which characterises modern society, towards a reintegration of the individual, towards a nega-
tion of political dogma and a general opposition to political movements and political action, in
fact, towards a personal if not yet a social anarchism.
For the intellectual world the period up to September 1939 was an age of confidence in abstrac-
tions, of adoration for the restless, sterile intellect. Political and psychological systems laid out
the world’s needs and our own with encouraging simplicity. Demagogues and well meaning
scientists prophesied our future with astrological self-assurance. Literary lackeys mirrored the
accepted visions of party and politician. And the serious artists were likewise influenced by the
prevailing feeling of sureness. But their sureness was pessimistic, of the inevitability of war, for
instance, which characterised almost every significant poet.
The accepted systems had their counterparts in the extremes of literature and art. Communism
was reflected in social realism, Freudian psychoanalysis in surrealism.The tendency to elevate in-
tellect above emotions dominated various trends towards the intellectualisation and abstraction
of poetry and art into conventionalised games with set codes of refined and obscure symbolism.
In the representative poetry of the period, the work of Spender, Auden and their followers, we
find elements of all three extreme approaches. Almost every poet had a determinist attitude of
some kind that gave poetic conceptions a certain mechanistic flavour. The age in its pessimism
showed the paradoxical culmination of the nineteenth century materialism with its optimistic
belief in progress.

War came, and its complicated and unforeseen events broke the faith in systems. There was a
retreat from communism, and surrealism, never robust in England, waned to a game of outdated
cranks and phoneys. Above all, there was a general weakening of belief in the omnipotence of
the intellect. Most of the near-communists of immediate pre-war years realised the essential
identity of communism and fascism, the ineptitude of political parties and the futility of political
action. Thus, not only did the younger poets after the early sterile months of the war express
an individualistic attitude which in many cases combined with a hostile attitude to the state
and war; but many of the older poets, such as Spender and Auden, dissociated themselves from
the political movements they had embraced in the past and began to proclaim the necessity for
recognising the fundamental importance of the individual.

This movement among the more acutely developed minds of our present society across and
not with the contemporary social current is of great importance in demonstrating the awakening
of a discontent with modern society more real than that expressed by the political malcontents
who really desired an intensification in one direction or another of the attack on the individual
by the total society. For the writers are expressing a feeling of hostility towards authoritarianism
of which many individuals in all classes are gradually becoming aware.

To recapitulate, the typical form of modern society is the totalitarian state, and the totalitarian
state is hostile both to freedom and to the individual. If we regard freedom as necessary, if we
regard the free development of the individual as the greatest human good, then we must search
for some form of social organisation which will give that freedom instead of the greater or lesser
slavery offered by the various totalitarian states.
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Chapter 2 Freedom and Organisation

SOCIETY IS THE aggregate of individuals, united for their common good. Society exists for
the benefit of individuals and not individuals for the benefit of society. These statements are
axiomatic, but they are also so important that they must be repeated. The highest common good
of individuals is freedom. Freedom is both social and economic. Social freedom consists of the
liberty of each man to live as he wishes provided he does not injure his fellows. But this liberty is
dependent on the economic freedom conferred by a form of society that provides for each man
a sufficiency of material goods to satisfy all his needs. To provide this sufficiency with as little
labour as possible, it is necessary that men should co-operate in their work. Society in its pure
form consists precisely in this working together for the common welfare.

Thus, men, like many other animals, find it convenient to live in society. Indeed, they have
become so conditioned by social activity that it would be difficult for them to live apart from it,
and this material helplessness of men outside the social group has given rise to ideas of the social
unit as an organic body existing in its own right, to which the relationship of individual men is
similar to that of members or cells to the human body. A little examination reveals the absurdity
of this notion. A limb cannot live cut off from its body. But if a man of average resourcefulness
were put on a desert island provided with a moderate plenty of natural resources, he would
without doubt have a very hard time, but it would be possible for him to fill his belly and to
evolve a life that might eventually provide certain mental satisfactions.

Nevertheless, despite its manifest absurdity, this idea of the community as an entity in its own
right, above the individuals it comprises, has existed at all times in the history of civilisation.
In modem times it is tacitly admitted in almost every country. In Germany the super-individual
becomes the German Folk, in Russia the Socialist Fatherland, in England King and Country. In
every land at war the conscript is incited to fight for his country — by which is meant the state in
which he lives, or for some personification thereof, such as Adolf Hitler or the Mikado. He may
be asked to fight for other things, according to the estimate his rulers have of his intelligence, but
always the dominant idea behind a country at war is that of the state deified. This idea exists in
peace, but it is in war that the subordination of the individual to the mass, to the artificial machin-
ery of the impersonal and abstract state, reaches its most complete manifestation. In peacetime
a man is ordered to curtail his freedom of action, to give up his money in taxes, to beget children
so that the armies of the embattled state may be rich in cannon fodder. But in war he is ordered
to give up his very existence that the state may live.

This state for which men are asked to die is a cruel abstraction of those who need a myth to
enable them to maintain their rule over the majority of men. It is a lie — or a folly — to say that
the state is above individual men. It is equally untrue — or foolish — to claim, that the state can
exist apart from the men within it.
Men have arranged themselves into groups from the earliest days of human evolution, but solely
for their own convenience — firstly, as animals do, for the protection of numbers and the re-
production of the species, secondly, because they found that social life made possible, by the
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differentiation of function within the group, a higher standard of comfort and living. It is from
these beginnings that the modern and gigantic centralised social aggregates have arisen. Still the
fundamental function of the social unit — and the only function that can be justified with any
degree of reason, remains that of the well-being of the men and women within it.
But the modern state has acquired other functions, which are anti-social in nature — insofar as
one regards as social what is beneficial to all men within a society. It has become an instrument
for the protection of the interests of certain classes in the community against those of the remain-
der, and its forces are used for such objects as the protection of private property, the restriction
of personal liberties that may be detrimental to the interests of the ruling class, the conducting of
wars of conquest to obtain new markets and sources of raw materials, and the waging of imperi-
alist wars against other state communities whose ruling classes are pursuing similar objectives.
In such circumstances the state becomes an organisation for the maintenance of class rule and
class interests, and not a group organised for the benefit of its members — except in the limited
degree to which the ruling class find it necessary or advisable to satisfy the needs or wishes of the
remainder of the community (and it is surprising how far they contrive to regulate such needs
or wishes through their instruments of suggestion). In order to maintain the state as conceived
by them and as necessary for the preservation of their interests, the ruling class must resort to
means which would be regarded as criminal and anti-social if practised between the individual
members of the social unit. For instance, although its own law forbids the settlement of disputes
between individuals by brute force, the state, embodying and acting on behalf of and through the
ruling class, uses brute force in a dispute between one set of individuals and another, e.g. uses
both police and soldiers to break strikes and political demonstrations. And the use of lies and
deceptions which would be regarded as immoral between men in the same class, is conducted
without shame by the ruling classes against the ruled.

These evils cannot be dissociated from the state. Where there is a centralised state, the conduct
of communal affairs must, if the organisation is to work at all, devolve on a minority obeyed by
the majority. Government, therefore, is inevitable in the state system, and government cannot
exist without coercion and its means. And where government exists, with the power and the
means to force the people to its will, history shows that the governing class will use its position
to establish privilege and its power over the people to follow ends other than the common good.

It has been the error of almost every revolution in history to establish a coercive government
in place of the government it overthrew, and to take over the machinery of the state in the hope
of using it to establish a new form of society that will supersede the state. Instead of performing
the liberation for which it was designed, each revolutionary government has found it necessary
to apply measures even more coercive than those of the deposed government, has drowned its
newly proclaimed liberties in the blood of the guillotines, and ended, if it survived so long, in the
establishment of a privileged ruling class, a military organisation, and all the appendages of the
embattled state, while the idealism of the original revolutionary leaders has given place to the self-
ish tyranny of a new exploiting class. So the civil war in England ended in the Cromwellian rule
of the generals under which the true libertarian movements of the Diggers and Levellers were
destroyed and the liberties of the individual circumscribed far more narrowly and efficiently than
under the Stuarts. The French Revolution led, through the Convention and the dictatorships of
Marat, Danton, Robespierre, to the eventual triumph under Napoleon of the state and govern-
ment in forms even more tyrannical and evil than they had assumed before. Imperialism and war
were invoked in the name of that glorious revolution whose liberty, equality and fraternity had
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vanished in the rise of nationalist France and her emperor of murderers.
The Russian revolution was turned astray by the same illusion of a government, even a revolu-
tionary government, being able to achieve a society in which freedom and justice would prevail.
The specious doctrine of the dictatorship of the proletariat was applied in a country where the
entire proletariat was a relatively small minority among the peasant masses. And in practice this
dictatorship was not by the proletariat but over the proletariat by the Communist Party, itself
a minority of between two and three millions in a population of nearly two hundred millions.
Even within the Communist Party the vital decisions were taken by minorities in inverse pro-
portion to the importance of the issue. So a pyramid was formed at the summit of which stood
a handful of the Bolshevik leaders or, at a later stage of this ‘revolutionary government’, one
man, who had displaced all his rivals for the tip of the pyramid. This man, Stalin, stands in the
same relationship to the October Revolution with its demands for ‘All Power to the Soviets’(i.e.
the assembled people) as Napoleon did to the real French Revolution with its slogans of Liberté,
Egalité, Fraternité.

Indeed, the study of revolutions confirms everywhere the melancholy conclusion of the nine-
teenth century historian, Acton, that “Power corrupts, absolute power corrupts absolutely.”

In practice, any government, however good the intentions of its founders, becomes counter-
revolutionary — if we assume revolution to mean the profound changes in social structure to-
wards political and economic freedom, which in reality can only spring from the deep, sponta-
neous movements of individuals acting with a common will towards some goal they all desire
passionately. Any government, because its existence demands the establishment and defence of
some kind of order at the expense of individual action and initiative, is by its very nature conser-
vative and socially destructive.

But if we reject government and the state, we have to find some other pattern of social or-
ganisation which, while granting the individual liberty of action and expression, will yet ensure
the smooth and effectual working of society to give men those material and intellectual benefits
which can be obtained only from a life of association and co-operation.

This was a problem whose existence was realised by many of the Victorian individualists, and
themost famous of them, John StuartMill, declared, “the social problem of the future, we consider
to be how to unite the greatest possible individual liberty of action with a common ownership in
the raw material of the globe and an equal participation in all the benefits of combined labour.”

ButMill, although he realised the failings of democracy and representative government, as they
existed in his time, did not go far towards a solution of this problem, nor did most of the other
Victorian radical thinkers, who realised the necessity of individual freedom and the evils of state
power but could not pass beyond these realisations towards a social method and organisation
which would give maximum liberty to the individual and at the same time prove more efficient
than capitalist “democracy” in satisfying material needs.

Herbert Spencer, for instance, was led by his evolutionary beliefs to the view that humanity
was advancing to a society “in which government will be reduced to the smallest amount possible,
and freedom increased to the greatest amount possible.” But he did not attempt to envisage the
nature of such a society and, although he disagreed with the state as he saw it developing in his
day, still clung to the idea of government. “Not only do I contend that the restraining power of
the State over individuals and bodies, or classes of individuals, is requisite, but I have contended
that it should be exercised much more effectively and carried much further than at present”. It is
true that Spencer favoured only the negative functions of government, but, in practice, the very
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nature of the state forces it to make positive demands on the individual, such as demands for
military service, etc. In government, as in the Church, Thou Shalt Not cannot be divided from
Thou Shalt.

The answer to the liberal problem is that society must be organised, not on a political basis, but
on an economic and functional basis. If we administer the production and distribution of worldly
goods, to ensure to each man a share commensurate with his requirements, we shall have found
a solution to our main social problem. With freedom of the individual man and an organisation
of his functional life and economic satisfaction on a basis that will provide for all his needs, we
can well leave society to find its own form, which can never be fixed and stagnant. If we establish
the principle of “to each according to his needs”, we shall be half way to obtaining acceptance of
the principle of mutual aid, “from each according to his ability”.
The social philosophy that has given the only satisfactory answer to this problem is anarchism.
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Chapter 3 What is Anarchism?

ANARCHISM IS NOT a creed of terror and destruction, of social chaos and turmoil, of perpet-
ual war between the individuals within society. On the contrary, it is the opposite of all these, a
way of life and organic growth, of natural order within society, and of peace between individuals
who respect their mutual freedom and integrity. It is the faith of the complete man, growing to
fulfilment through social, economic and mental freedom. It is a social philosophy, but it is also a
philosophy of individual aspirations.

Anarchism is the only true doctrine of freedom, because it denies all external authority, all
domination of man by man. It proclaims the sufficiency of the individual human mind and spirit,
and the inborn tendency of men towards peace and co-operation when their natural feelings
have not been twisted and frustrated by the oppression of authority.

Socially, anarchism is the doctrine of society without government. It teaches that the major
economic and social injustices are intimately associated with the principle of government, which
inevitably, in whatever form it takes, creates privilege, and a class hierarchy, and, however much
it may call itself democratic, must base itself on the coercion of the individual, at best to the will
of the majority, most often to that of the governing minority. An authoritarian society — and
every kind of society that bases itself on government is, in virtue of that fact, authoritarian —
cannot survive if it does not create a governing class and a series of gradations of responsibility
in its hierarchy which must inevitably destroy all forms of equality, whether of wealth, status
or opportunity. The governing class, once created, will tend to harden into a caste and to gather
to itself privileges that give its members substantial advantages over the other members of soci-
ety. These privileges will first be granted in the name of expediency, but will be continued as a
usurped right. Though rulers may set out with the most sincere intentions, the very necessities
of maintaining the power they hold will force them to injustice, and the privileges they obtain
will accomplish their inevitable corruption. The evidence of history is unvaried on these points.

True democracy cannot exist outside the imagination in a society based on coercion. Yet, even
were democracy possible, the anarchist would still not support it, for democracy puts forward
the will of the majority as the supreme law, and declares that society must be governed, and
the individual, whether he agrees or not, be coerced by that will. Democracy then, is not based
on freedom and differs only in degree from despotism in its negation of the individual. To the
individual whose life is frustrated by the law of the State, it does not matter whether that law is
the will of one man or the will of a million. What matters to him is that through its existence he
is not free and therefore cannot become complete.

Anarchists seek neither the good of a minority, nor the good of the majority, but the good of all.
They believe that a society based on the great super-individual myth of the State will inevitably
in the end enslave all men in the interests not even of the majority but of the privileged few
who form its ruling class. The anarchists have often been upbraided as impractical visionaries
for their denial of the institution of government. But impracticality belongs, surely, to those who,
in the face of the irrefutable historical verdict, still believe that some day a form of government
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will appear which will not involve the exploitation of the ruled and the corruption of the rulers.
These attributes are as natural to government as venom to the viper.
Anarchists believe that the institutions of government and the state and all other coercive instru-
ments of administration should be overthrown. This destructive side of anarchism has received
undue prominence among its enemies and among some of its more irresponsible friends, and has
given rise to certain misconceptions, some frivolous and some serious, which have been deliber-
ately fostered by those in authority.

Of the more frivolous is the idea, still prevalent among the majority of Englishmen, that the
Anarchist is a man who throws bombs and wishes to wreck society by violence and terror. That
this charge should be brought against anarchists now, at a timewhen they are among the few peo-
ple who are not throwing bombs or assisting bomb throwers, shows a curious blindness among
its champions. It is true that Anarchists have in the past, and particularly during the last two
decades of the nineteenth century, used the weapon of terrorist assassination as a means of car-
rying on the social revolution. Some Anarchists, therefore, certainly have thrown bombs.’ But so,
also, have governments. And the difference in responsibility lies in this, that while the bombs
thrown by anarchists have been very few and have always been directed against those who were
guilty of the oppression and murder of their subjects, the bombs thrown by governments during
this war alone can be numbered in their millions and have slain hundreds of thousands of men
and women quite innocent of any crime against their fellows. And it must be remembered that
the practice of individual terrorism was virtually abandoned by the anarchists some forty years
ago, when the advent of anarchist syndicalism opened up the possibility of the more satisfactory
tactic of revolutionary mass economic action.

Anarchists believe that a political or governmental organisation of society is incompatible
with justice and liberty. They contend that society should be based on the free co-operation of
individual men and women in fulfilment of their common functional and economic needs.

Here we reach a second and more serious misconception concerning anarchism, which has
arisen among many people with a superficial knowledge of the movement; that anarchism is
individualism carried to its extreme conclusion, and therefore admits of no organisation of soci-
ety. A certain support would appear to be given to this notion by the fact that a few anarchist
intellectuals have preached this extreme form of individualism by which a man would live inde-
pendent of all ties with his fellows and concern himself solely with the development of his own
personality and his own happiness.

Where, however, anarchism has existed as a social movement, its exponents have always en-
visaged the necessity for organisation, but a free organisation rising organically from the needs
of man. Anarchism preaches freedom of the individual, but freedom cannot be isolated in soci-
ety. A man’s freedom is reciprocal, depending on the freedom of others, and therefore anarchism
preaches that the concept of justice is as necessary as the concept of freedom, for without justice
there can be no true freedom, just as without freedom there can be no real justice.

Work in common achieves more in a shorter time than solitary work, and a sane division
of labour provides both plenty and leisure where a man dependent on his own two hands to
provide the necessities of life would have to toil all his hours for a miserable standard of life.
But the benefits of common work and common life cannot be enjoyed in full measure if the vital
functions of production are not organised by the people who perform them.

This necessity for social organisation has been realised by all the leading anarchist propagan-
dists, who have refuted on many occasions the contentions of the “pure” individualist anarchists.
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In 1872 Michael Bakunin, the founder of the international anarchist movement, wrote defending
participation in the First International:

“To whoever might pretend that action so organised would be an outrage on the lib-
erty of the masses, or an attempt to create a new authoritative power, wewould reply
that he is a sophist and a fool. So much the worse for those who ignore the natural,
social law of human solidarity, to the extent of imagining that an absolute mutual
independence of individuals and of masses is a possible or even desirable thing. To
desire it would be to wish for the destruction of society, for all social life is nothing
else than this mutual and incessant dependence among individuals and masses. All
individuals, even the most gifted and strongest, indeed most of all the most gifted
and strongest; are at every moment of their lives, at the same time, producers and
products. Equal liberty for every individual is only the resultant, continually repro-
duced, of this mass of material, intellectual and moral influence exercised on him
by all the individuals around him, belonging to the society in which he was born,
has developed and dies. To wish to escape this influence in the name of a transcen-
dental liberty, divine, absolutely egoistic and sufficient to itself is the tendency to
annihilation. To refrain from influencing others would mean to refrain from all so-
cial action, indeed to abstain from all expressions of one’s thoughts and sentiments
and simply become non-existent. This independence, so much extolled by idealists
and metaphysicians, individual liberty conceived in this sense would amount to self-
annihilation. “In nature, as in human society, which is also part of the same nature,
all that exists lives only by complying with the supreme conditions of interaction,
which is more or less positive and potent with regard to the lives of other beings,
according to the nature of the individual. And when we vindicate the liberty of the
masses, we do not pretend to abolish anything of the natural influences that indi-
viduals or groups of individuals exert upon one another. What we wish for is the
abolition of artificial influences, which are privileges, legal and official.”

This extract represents the attitude of anarchist militants. Anarchists accept the voluntary
limitations necessary for reciprocal freedom.What they do not accept are the limitations imposed
from above by coercive bodies such as the state.

Instead of the government of men, anarchists base society on the administration of things. It
is on the economic plane alone, in the necessary production of goods consumed by men and in
the provision of necessary social service, that they see the need for organisation, not from above
but on a voluntary and co-operative basis, among the individuals whose work actually produces
the necessities of a civilised life.
The functions of the modern state, represented by its paraphernalia of legal codes, bureaucracy,
army and police, would be unnecessary in a society where common ownership had ended priv-
ilege and social economic inequalities. All these appendages of the modern state are intended
ultimately not for the protection of men and women, but for the protection of the ruling class
and the property by whose virtue it rules. In a society where there is no inequality of property,
and where every man’s needs are satisfied, there will be no incentive to crime, except among the
pathological, who are not subjects for prison or law courts. Where property rights have vanished
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there will be no need for codified laws. Customs and not regulations are the natural manifesta-
tions of men’s ideas of justice, and in a free society customs will adapt themselves to the growth
of the ideas of that society. Under anarchism every man, once he has fulfilled his economic func-
tions, will be free to live as he likes, provided he does not interfere with the lives of his fellows,
and a free people can be relied on to see that the peace is maintained under such circumstances
without the need of police or magistrates.

The economic ideas of the anarchist have found a concrete expression in anarcho-syndicalism.
Anarcho-syndicalism, with which I will deal more fully in a later chapter, is both a technique of
revolution and a means of organisation of a free society after the revolution. It advocates the or-
ganisation of the workers under capitalism in voluntary economic organisations, the syndicates,
which differ from the trades unions in being controlled directly by the workers themselves and
in having as their purpose, not the winning of reforms under capitalism, but the achievement
of the social revolution by economic means. The withdrawal of economic co-operation, in the
form of the general strike, is the basis of the anarchist conception of the revolution, and in this
economic struggle the syndicates will play the vital role of uniting the efforts of the workers.
After the revolution the syndicates will be the basic units of the network of economic and func-
tional bodies, which will administer the satisfaction of the common needs of men and replace
the system of authority and coercion.
Anarchism, it must be emphasised, is not a static and unchangeable social system. It is rather
a dynamic philosophy that recognises the importance of evolution in human society, and the
consequent futility of any attempt to plan social advancement on rigid lines.

Anarchists, therefore, deprecate the idea that the revolution can be planned and carried out
through the seizure of -power by a disciplined party organisation. Instead they contend that the
revolution will arise only out of the spontaneous movement of the people against their rulers,
and that in the ensuing struggle the role of the revolutionary will be to maintain in the minds of
men the nature of the goal for which they strive. The revolutionary may preach freedom, but the
people must take it for themselves.

In the sameway, although anarchists consider syndicalism to be a practical means of the organ-
isation of society after the revolution, they recognise that it may not be a perfect social pattern.
Indeed, they envisage no static blueprint of a future world. For, when men have been freed from
social and economic oppressions, the evolution of human institutions will undoubtedly attain
forms we cannot conceive. Thus, though we can make proposals for organisation immediately
after the revolution, these must not be regarded as something permanent and therefore dead, but
as the bases of further social evolution.

The anarchist does not expect to achieve a society without flaw. But anarchism does offer the
only possibility of a society based on freedom and justice, which will function efficiently and
produce a degree of spiritual and material comfort far higher than men enjoy today. Anarchism
may seem Utopian to those who are embittered by the corruption and injustice of modern society.
But, as Wilde said, “Progress is the realisation of Utopias”. And, for the very fact that it is based
on qualities and aspirations towards freedom and peace that are fundamental in human nature,
the Utopia of anarchism is literally realisable.
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Chapter 4 Precursors of Anarchism

THE BELIEFS THAT lie at the core of the doctrine of anarchism, faith in the essential decency
of man, the desire for individual liberty, the hatred of domination of man by men, are common
to all ages and all races, and if that is all we require, then we can find the beginnings of anar-
chism in the works of many poets and philosophers, from Dean Swift to Oscar Wilde, and from
Epicurus to Rabelais, whose Abbey of Theleme was as anarchist a community as one could hope
to envisage.
But if by anarchism we mean a developed social creed, envisaging a form of society in which
men could flourish in freedom, then we find our choice much more limited. In the ancient world,
for instance, there was no developed doctrine of this kind. The nearest was probably that of the
Stoics, who preached the necessity of individual freedom and the contempt of power and political
action. “For your part,” said Epictetus “do not wish to be a general, or a senator, or a consul, but
to be free.” But the Stoics envisaged an inner freedom, and held that a man could be free within
an unfree society if he had the requisite contempt for power. For this reason they did not preach
the need for endeavouring to bring about a changed form of society, for each man’s freedom
was his own concern, and their philosophy was thus mystical rather than social in its attitude to
freedom.
In ancient China, however, there arose a school of teachers who realised that outside circum-
stance did prevent a man developing the virtues within him, and taught the necessity for remov-
ing restraints in order that men might grow naturally. Taoism was a definite social creed that
envisaged a society without government and in this way could be regarded as the first anarchistic
doctrine. For this reason I am devoting the first section of this chapter to Lao Tze, the founder of
this school.
The remaining sections will deal with those figures in comparatively modern Western civilisa-
tion who preached anarchism before the rise of an anarchist movement after Bakunin, and whose
ideas influenced in some degree the development of European and American libertarian thought.
They are Winstanley, Godwin and Proudhon.

LAO TZE
Very little is known of the life of Lao Tze. He is said to have been born in 604 B.C., in the

province of Tchu, and became curator of the Royal Library of Kao. Like Christ and Socrates, he
became famous as an oral teacher, and many scholars listened to his teachings. In his old age he
retired from the Royal Library, and went to seek a quiet retreat in the Ling Po mountains where
he could spend the rest of his life in meditation. There a circle of disciples gathered round him,
and at their request he set down in writing some of his teachings in his only written work, the
Tao-TeChing, the Book of the Simple Way. When this was finished, he left his disciples and went
alone into the depths of the mountains, from which he did not return.

His teachings, partly set down in the Tao-Te-Ching, but mostly recorded years later by Chuang-
Tze just as the teachings of Socrates were recorded by Plato, became the basis of the cult of
Taoism, which for the last twenty-five centuries has exercised a profound influence an Chinese
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thought and the Chinese way of life.
Lao Tze taught the inherent virtue of man, and the necessity for a natural and unfettered ex-
pression of that virtue. He believed that goodness must spring up within a man and could not
be imposed on him by external forces. He therefore taught, by implication, the need for man to
have the freedom for the development of his inner good, and the fruition of his personality, and
emphasised the necessity of non-interference in the lives of others.

Thus in its social application Lao-Tze’s teaching was against authority and condemned the
domination of man by his fellows. In this it opposed the benevolent Machiavellianism of Confu-
cius, who believed that man could be made good from above. He reproved him thus:

“ The chaff from winnowing will blind a man so that he cannot tell the points of the
compass. Mosquitoes will keep him awake at night with their biting and just in the
same way this talk of charity and duty to ones neighbour drives me nearly crazy. Sir,
strive to keep the world in its original simplicity. And as the wind bloweth where it
listeth, so let virtue establish itself.”

While Confucius counselled rulers to govern wisely, Lao-Tse realised that the flaw did not lie
in the method of government but in government itself, and consequently he taught them that
they could be successful only by governing not at all, in other words, by ceasing to be rulers.

“When the actions of the people are controlled by prohibited laws, the country becomes more
and more impoverished. When the people are allowed the free use of arms, the government is
in danger. The more crafty and dexterous the people become, the more do artificial things come
into use. And when these cunning arts are publicly esteemed, then do rogues prosper.

“Therefore the wise man says: “I will design nothing, and the people will shape them-
selves. I will keep quiet and the people will find their rest. I will not assert myself
and the people will come forth. I will discountenance ambition, and the people will
return to their natural simplicity.”

The way of Tao cut right across the worldly objectives of wealth and power, and in Lao-Tze’s
triple doctrine of “Production without possession, action without self-assertion, development
without domination”, it reaches a social and personal ethic which guards the spiritual develop-
ment of the individual and is indistinguishable in its broad application from the way of anarchy.

Taoism was in no way an academic system, existing in a social vacuum. On the contrary, it
sprang from the communal and mutualist principles which have always existed in Chinese soci-
ety, and in its turn strengthened these principles and gave them articulate and coherent expres-
sion in a definitely social philosophywhich has undoubtedly played a great part in Chinese life as
a creed of the dispossessed andwhichmay yet be one of the prime influences in the establishment
of the free society when it reaches China.

GERRARD WINSTANLEY
When the English bourgeoisie triumphed over the autocratic monarchy during the Civil Wars

of the 17th century, far from establishing the promised reign of liberty, they were already prepar-
ing a tyranny which would vary in degree only, according to which section within their own
split ranks was triumphant. For the differences between Presbyterians and Independents were,
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politically, superficial. Both wanted a bourgeois regime, and both proved hostile to the petty-
bourgeoisie and wage earners. The freedom they desired was one of exploitation, like the famous
Free Trade of the nineteenth century.

Before the end of the war the people began to realise the nature of the fraud that was being
practiced upon them. By 1643 Parliament had to conscript its soldiers because the flow of volun-
teers had dried up, and from the beginning of the war there were riots among the peasantry.

In 1645 discontent began to take form in the Leveller movement, both within and outside the
army, and for some years, until the defeat of the mutinous regiments of the West it seemed that
the movement might well overthrow the Cromwellian dictatorship.

But the Leveller movement was essentially petty-bourgeois, and in no way proletarian. Al-
though the Levellers were sincerely concerned for the poor, they defended property and opposed
common ownership, and their proposal of extended suffrage excluded the wage earners.

The characteristic proletarian manifestations of the time were religious and mystical. A multi-
tude of sects arose who preached, as Christianity had preached to the slaves in Rome, a heavenly
kingdom where the poor should rule. Poverty itself became an asset, because it was the way to
Heaven. Out of this movement arose, paradoxically, the most advanced social philosophy of the
time, that of Gerrard Winstanley and the Digger movement.

Winstanley, a small City tradesmanwhose business had failed during the economic depression
and who had moved to the country at Cobham, appeared in 1648 as the author of two theolog-
ical pamphlets which differed in no fundamental way from the mass of contemporary mystical
literature.

But his ideas developed rapidly. In the latter half of 1648 he published two further pamphlets,
which showed that he had passed to a stage in which he envisaged a pantheistic god whom he
identified with reason. “The spirit of the father is pure reason, which as he made so he knits the
whole creation together in a onenesse of life and moderation, every creature sweetly in love lend-
ing their hands to preserve each other and so uphold the whole fabrique.” From this conception
of God arose a new theory of conduct based not on the arbitrary law of an anthropomorphic
deity, but directly on reason and expediency.

“Let reason rule the man and he dares not trespasse against his fellow creatures but will do as
he would be done unto. For Reason tells him is thy neighbour hungry and naked today, do thou
feed him and cloathe him, it may be thy case to-morrow and then he will be ready to help thee.”

In a few months Winstanley’s ideas had crystallised into a definite social code, and in March
1649 he published “The New Law of Righteousnesse,” in which he revealed an understanding
of social problems in advance of any English social thinker before Godwin. He realised the cor-
ruption inherent in government “everyone that gets an authority into his hands tyrannises over
others.” He realised that economic inequality was the principal barrier to freedom and peace —
“So long as such are rulers as calls the Land theirs, upholding this particular propriety of mine
and thine, the common people shall never have liberty nor the land ever be freed from troubles,
oppressions and complainings.” He denounced private property — “Selfpropriety is the curse and
burden the creation groans under.” He realised too that the social system could be rectified only
by the direct action of the poor. “The Father is now rising up a people to himself out of the dust
that is out of the lowest and most despised sort of people… In these and from these shall the Law
of Righteousnesse break forth first.” The people should act, Winstanley contended, by seizing
and working the land, which represented the principal source of wealth. He did not favour the
forcible seizure of estates.These might be left while the poor settled on the waste lands (which he
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estimated occupied two-thirds of the country) and worked them in common. From their exam-
ple, he thought, men would learn the virtues of communal life and the earth become a “common
treasury” providing for all men plenty and freedom. He ends his pamphlet with the promise of
action. “And when the Lord doth shew unto me the place and manner how he will have us that
are called common people to manure and work upon the Common lands, I will then go forth and
declare it in my actions.”

The Lord did not delay. On April 1, 1649, Winstanley and his followers set out on St. George’s
Hill, near Walton-on-Thames, to dig and plant the waste land. They were joined by other com-
rades, until they numbered between thirty and forty people. Winstanley believed that their num-
bers would soon be increased to 5,000, and invited the local populace to join them. All they
gained, however, was the hostility of their neighbours, who regarded the Diggers’ ideas as a
direct threat to their own property interests. A few days after their arrival, the Diggers were
attacked by a large mob, who burnt their sheds, destroyed their tools, and imprisoned several in
Walton Church.

This hostility of the local populace continued without abatement, time and again the Diggers
were attacked, their persons injured, crops damaged, tools and sheds destroyed, time and again
they were forced to leave the common, but for a whole year they kept returning and starting
work again, maintaining their passive struggle with heroic persistence.

In March, 1650, the Diggers were finally driven from St. George’s Hill, but established them-
selves on a small heath in the vicinity. Even here their enemies would not leave them, and in
April a clergyman led a mob who drove them away for the last time. Armed patrols were set to
watch the common, and the Diggers did not return.

After the failure of the Surrey experiment, the Digger movement vanished. But during the
months of struggle they had developed their social ideas, and they left a heritage of permanent
value in the literature they published, remarkable for its depth of analysis and maturity of vision.

They perceived more clearly than any social thinker before Godwin the economic basis of so-
cial problems, and the necessity for evolving an economic remedy. It is for this reason that they
were so insistent that the land (then the principal source of wealth) should be held and worked in
common. “True religion and undefiled is this. To make restitution of the Earth which hath been
taken and held from the common people by the power of Conquests formerly and so set the op-
pressed free.”They believed that many human faults originated in the social factor of exploitation
“…I am assured that if it be rightly searched into the inward bondage of minds as covetousnesse,
pride, hypocrisie, envy, sorrow, fears, desperation and madness are all occasioned by the out-
ward bondage that one sort of people lay upon another.” They realised that the cause of war was
economic rather than spiritual. “Propriety and single interest divides the people of a land and the
whole world into parties and is the cause of all wars and bloodshed and contention everywhere.”
Further, they realised the double role of the state as protector and tool of the property-owners —
“…for what are prisons and putting others to death, but the power of the Sword to enforce people
to that Government which was got by Conquest and sword and cannot stand of itself but by
the same murdering power.” The only way to abolish oppression, they declared, was to abolish
property; the only way to give men freedom was to give them a common share in the land and
its produce. “True freedom lies where a man receives his nourishment and preservation, and that
is in the use of the Earth.”

I have no space to detail their scheme for a communal society. But it did anticipate in many
ways the society envisaged by anarchists today, a society of work according to ability and re-
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muneration according to need, a society without money or armies or permanent bureaucrats, a
society where “Law is a Rule, whereby men and other creatures are governed in their actions, for
the preservation of the Common Peace.”
In this last phrase Winstanley anticipated Kropotkin’s idea of Mutual Aid, as he anticipated an-
archism in so many other ways. It can indeed be said that this obscure revolutionary and his tiny
movement represent the most advanced and clear-sighted social conception that arose in Europe
until the days of the French Revolution.

WILLIAM GODWIN
Anarchism has suffered in England because it has been regarded by the general public as an

exotic growth, a creed originating among Russians, Latins and other suspect races and therefore
something to be avoided by good Englishmen. The anarchists themselves have tended to perpet-
uate this illusion by their continued reliance on foreign sources and their neglect of the English
predecessors of anarchism, who should be studied not from any sense of racial loyalty, but for
the fact that the writings of men like Winstanley and Godwin present a philosophical case for
liberty in a more capable manner than many of the commonly read anarchist classics.

Winstanley’s ideas vanished quickly after the break-up of the Digger movement. Their influ-
ence, if it persisted, must be regarded as tenuous in the extreme, and it is withWilliam Godwin, a
century and a half later, that modern anarchism appeared in the wake of the French Revolution.

Godwin, a non-conformist minister, who had lost faith and discarded the cloth, was one of
the leading figures of the literary circles of England during the Industrial Revolution and the
romantic revival. His work had a profound — if in some cases transitory — effect on the ideas
of such writers as Shelley, Wordsworth, Coleridge, De Quincey and Hazlitt, and his arguments
provoked Malthus to reply in his famous Essay on Population, which, by the irony of history,
came to enjoy a greater fame than the book to which it replied so unconvincingly.

Godwin wrote many books, including school text books and novels, of which the most famous
was ‘CalebWilliams’, but the workwhich expounded his social theory and onwhich his influence
rested was the ‘Enquiry Concerning Political Justice’, published in 1793; it was a work of great
scholarship and consummate argument, and remains one of the best philosophical expositions
of anarchism that have yet been written.
Godwin held that all discussions of the form of the desirable government were irrelevant, because
government itself was the cause of the principal social evils.

“All government corresponds in a certain degree to what the Greeks denominated a
tyranny. The difference is, that in despotic countries mind is depressed by a uniform
usurpation; while in republics it preserves a greater portion of its activity, and the
usurpation more easily conforms itself to the fluctuations of opinion. By its very
nature a positive institution has a tendency to suspend the elasticity and progress of
mind.We should not forget that government is, abstractly taken, an evil, a usurpation
upon private judgment and individual conscience of mankind.”

He refuted the current Jacobin idea of government being based on a social contract:

“We cannot renounce our moral independence; it is a property we can neither sell
nor give away; and consequently no government can derive its authority from an
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original contract.”
The majority of the faults in society, he taught, sprang from the repressions of the
individual, which were inseparable from the systematic, coercive and external rule
of the state. Every human being had a fundamental will towards peace and freedom,
and if authority were removed, this tendency would assert itself in individuals and
cause them to desire and live towards a society based on justice.

“Normal man seeks the light just as the flowers do. Man, if not too much interfered
with, will make for himself the best possible environment, and create for his children
right conditions, because the instinct for peace and liberty is deeply rooted in his
nature. Control by another has led to revolt, and revolt has led to oppression, and
oppression causes grief and deadness, and hence bruises and distortion follow.When
we view humanity we behold not the true and natural man, but a deformed and
pitiable product, undone by the vices of those who have sought to improve on nature
by shaping his life to feed the vanity of a few and minister to their wantonness. In
our plans for social betterment, let us hold in mind the healthy unfettered man, and
not the cripple that interference and restraint have made.”

Godwin repudiated the law, by which he meant the codified laws of organised states, and
taught that in its place must be substituted natural justice, based on the elemental rights of man.
Perhaps the most important section of Godwin’s treatise is the essay on Property. He realised, un-
like the political radicals of his time, that men could only live together amicably if fair economic
conditions prevailed and no man were subject to exploitation by another.

“However great and extensive are the evils that are produced by monarchies and courts, by
the imposture of priests and the iniquity of criminal laws, all these are imbecile and impotent
compared with the evils that arise out of the established system of property…” “Accumulated
property treads the powers of thought in the dust, extinguishes the sparks of genius, and reduces
the great mass of mankind to be immersed in sordid cares.”
The only just means of the distribution of property, Godwin held, would be one that ensured that
every man’s needs were met, and that no man was idle in plenty while another toiled in poverty.

“If justice has any meaning, nothing can be more iniquitous than for one man to possess su-
perfluities, while there is a human being in existence that is not adequately supplied with these.
“Justice does not stop here. Every man is entitled, so far as the general stock will suffice, not only
to the means of being, but of wellbeing. It is unjust if one man be deprived of leisure to cultivate
his rational power while another man contributes not a single effort to add to the common stock.
The faculties of one man are like the faculties of another man. Justice directs that each man, un-
less perhaps he be employed more beneficially to the public, should contribute to the cultivation
of the common harvest, of which each man consumes a share.”
Godwin encouraged a society of individuals linked by free contracts relating to the common
functions of society; unlike his predecessor Winstanley, he had evolved no scheme of full-scale
communism in production and distribution.

He looked to the dissolution of political government “that brute engine which has been the
only perennial cause of the vices of mankind”. In its place he visualised a federalist system of de-
centralised administration by voluntary bodies rising spontaneously to organise in freedom any
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social functions that might be necessary. The revolution he thought could be achieved peacefully
by education and example.

“Political Justice” had a great influence on the intellectual circles of Godwin’s day and, in
spite of Pitt’s jibe that a three-guinea book would only be read by the well-to do, it reached the
advanced workers, who often formed groups for the express purpose of purchasing the book.
There is no doubt that the libertarian and anti-political character of the Owenite movements and
the early Trades Unions was due in great part to Godwin’s influence. To himmore than any other
we must attribute the antiauthoritarian strain that, in spite of betrayals, has existed in the British
labour movement down to the present day.

PIERRE-JEAN PROUDHON
Proudhon was a French printer who became for some years the leading figure of the French

labour movement, and whose ideas, in the years preceding the Commune, were extremely influ-
ential among the radical workers of Paris.

Proudhon had a brief period of political activity, when he sat in the National Assembly after
the revolution of 1848, but for the rest of his life he was opposed to political methods and the
political society. He was imprisoned twice for offences against the French press laws; and died
in 1865.
Proudhon rejected the Jacobin tradition that dominated almost all his contemporary Socialists,
and recognised the evil of the centralised state, and of economicmonopoly, under whatever guise,
capitalist or socialist, it might exist.

His ideas on property underwent certain modifications during the development of his social
theories. In 1840 he wrote a book entitled “What is Property?” and answered the question with
the celebrated definition, ‘Property is theft’. Later on, however, he changed his position, and
condemned property only when it was the product of exploitation. He held that the individual
producer had a right to the means of production and to the full enjoyment of the value of his
produce.This valuewould be based, for the purposes of exchange, on the amount of time involved
in its manufacture. Proudhon condemned money and interest, and envisaged a system of the
exchange of actual goods through exchange banks.

Thus he admitted capital in the form of the means of production, provided it did not involve
the exploitation of others. In his society the only capitalists were the men, or groups of men,
working with their own tools and machinery and receiving a return equal to their labours. There
would be no place for the rentier who lived by owning machines and employing others to work
them, at a rate of remuneration so far below the actual value of work done as to leave him a
substantial proportion on which to live without work. In Proudhon’s society a man would eat
according as he worked.

Government and authority he rejected as alien to justice, and he proposed in their place a
series of free contracts between free men. “That I may remain free, that I may be subjected to
no law but my own, and that I may govern myself, the edifice of society must be rebuilt on the
idea of Contract.” He envisaged production being arranged by groups of producers bound in free
mutual contracts, which would ensure to the individual producers the right to the entire product
of their labour.

This economic pattern of individuals and small groups owning their own means of production
became outdated and impractical with the rise of modern industry, and it was later superseded
by the collective ownership theory of his disciple, Bakunin. Proudhon rejected the state and all
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political forms of action.
“All parties without exception, in so far as they seek for powers, are varieties of absolutism, and
there will be no liberty for citizens, no order for societies, no union among working men, till in
the political catechism the renunciation of authority shall have replaced faith is authority. No
more parties, no more authority, absolute liberty of man and citizen — there is my political and
social confession of faith.”

While Proudhon talked of the revolution, in his latter phase at least, he did not envisage any
sudden expropriation of the capitalists and abolition of the State.

Instead he advocated the method of practical example through the creation within capitalist
society of co-operatives and exchange banks. The contrast between this system and the immoral
system of capitalism would convince men of the justice of the new form of society, and the state
and exploitation would vanish. Of the new society he wrote:

“The Revolution does not act after the fashion of the old governmental, aristocratic,
or dynastic principles. It is Right, the balance of forces, equality. It has no conquests
to pursue, no nations to reduce to servitude, no frontiers to defend, no fortresses
to build, no armies to feed, no laurels to pluck, no preponderance to maintain. The
might of its economic institutions, the gratuitousness of its credit, the brilliancy of
its thought, are its sufficient means for converting the universe.”

Proudhon was the first of the important continental anarchists. He was in no way as brilliant
a social thinker as Godwin, but, owing to his direct contact with the French workers and the
stimulus he gave to the social development of Bakunin, his influence on the anarchist movement
was the greater. He has a further claim to attention in that he was the first revolutionary actually
to designate himself an anarchist.
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Chapter 5 Michael Bakunin and the First
International

THE GROWTH OF libertarian thought in the nineteenth century cannot be attributed to any
one man, but although the influences of Godwin, Proudhon and many lesser figures were impor-
tant, it was with the rise of Michael Bakunin that revolutionary anarchism emerged as a social
doctrine and that an anarchist movement grew in Europe and became the vanguard of revolu-
tionary endeavour.

Bakunin was a Russian nobleman by birth, but his whole life and work were characterised by
great intolerance of injustice and coercion and a passionate devotion to personal freedom and
integrity. Gigantic and commanding in stature, before his years of imprisonment and suffering
Apollonian in physical handsomeness, by nature simpleminded, eloquent, courageous and gen-
erous to a fault, Bakunin had all the attributes that might have made him a successful man of the
world, a commanding statesman or the hero of a national revolution, like his friend Garibaldi. Yet
he sacrificed all prospect of a prosperous or distinguished future for the suffering and poverty,
the misrepresentation, obloquy and apparent failure that fall to the lot of the social revolution-
ary. He had neither the scientific, methodical mind of a Kropotkin nor the talented cunning of a
Marx, but for the devotion and personal heroism by which he built the libertarian movement in
Europe, he remains probably the greatest and certainly the most dynamic revolutionary figure
of modern times.

Bakunin’s father was an ex-diplomat who held an estate of five hundred serfs in the Russian
province of Tver, and who had planned for Michael, his eldest son, a respectable and patriotic
career in the Tsar’s army. It was in the family that Michael first attacked authority, and his early
years were filled with stormy incidents in which he incited the Bakunin children to rebel against
the parental will.

Michael himself was sent to the St. Petersburg Artillery School, where he showed little zeal for
military studies. Although he gained a commission in the Artillery, he left the service of the Tsar
at the first opportunity. He decided to devote himself to academic studies, and became a keen
student of philosophy and a disciple of Hegel, then the fashionable sage of intellectual Europe.
Soon he became restive in the frustrated atmosphere of Russian society, and in 1840, when he
was 26, he left Russia to study the Hegelian philosophy in its own German environment.

He departed a loyal subject of the Tsar, but in Berlin he soon fell, like Marx, under the sub-
versive influence of the young Hegelians and began to move towards a revolutionary outlook.
He studied the early socialist and communist movements that flourished in France, and first
manifested himself as a revolutionary in 1842, when he published in Arnold Ruge’s Deutsche
Jahrbücher an article entitled ‘Reaction in Germany’. This article contained the famous phrase
‘The desire to destroy is also a creative desire’, which has been used by many of the more un-
scrupulous opponents of anarchism to misrepresent Bakunin as a monster who desired violence
above all and for its own sake. In fact, Bakunin meant merely that the old form of society must
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be ended before the new can be built. That he should have been devoted to violence for sadistic
motives is contrary to all we know of his character. Indeed, he said on more than one occasion
that violent revolution was at best an unpleasant and unsatisfactory necessity. “Bloody revolu-
tions are often necessary, thanks to human stupidity; yet they are always an evil, a monstrous
evil and a great disaster, not only with regard to the victims, but also for the sake of the purity
and the perfection of the purpose in whose name they take place.”
In 1843 Bakunin was in touch with Weitling, whose authoritarian communism he eventually re-
jected, and when Weitling was arrested in Switzerland; Bakunin’s name was found among his
papers. The Swiss police informed the Russian authorities, and in due course Bakunin was sum-
moned home. He refused to obey, and in his absence was condemned to deprivation of his title
of nobility and his inheritance, and also hard labour in Siberia. For his defiance the Russian gov-
ernment became thenceforward his most implacable enemy.
In the same year he met Proudhon and Marx in Paris. He was impressed by the two men, and
in the following years his ideas, as they grew slowly through much effort and experience, were
influenced by both of them. From Marx he learned that economics were more important that
politics and religion, a fact which Marx revealed in his scientific analysis of society and forgot
when he came to formulate revolutionary methods. From Proudhon he acquired the main bases
of his future anarchism, the opposition to government and the doctrine of social decentralisation.

The following years saw Bakunin attempting to intervene wherever revolution appeared in
Europe. At first he supported the Poles, until he was discredited in their eyes by a rumour spread
by the Russian secret service that he was one of their own spies — a slander which followed him
for many years and was afterwards revived by the Marxists to serve their own particular ends.

Then in February 1848, he hastened to Paris for the revolution against the regime of the Citizen
King. He assisted enthusiastically at the barricades, but when he began to preach the anarchist
ideas that were already beginning to appear in his mind, the Jacobins found him an embarrass-
ment, and one of them remarked of him, “What a man! What a man! The first day of the revo-
lution, he is a perfect treasure, but on the next day he should be shot!” The new ‘revolutionary’
authorities did their best to get rid of him, and when Bakunin realised the reactionary nature of
the state that arose from the Parisian revolution, he decided to return to his efforts to foment the
Polish insurrection.

He went to Breslau, near the Polish border, but again he found that the Poles distrusted him,
and he went on to Prague. Here he was involved in another rising and fought on the barricades
with the Czech students, but the insurrection was soon defeated, and he fled back to Germany,
where he found a temporary refuge in Anhalt, a tiny liberal principality islanded in Prussian terri-
tory. He still intrigued with his friends in Bohemia, and in 1849 went illegally to Dresden in order
to maintain closer contact with them. Here he was again overtaken by revolution and, although
he had no sympathy with the German liberals, who were rising to maintain their constitutional
democracy, he offered his services with a remarkably disinterested willingness and, when most
of the leaders fled, remained at the barricades and assumed control of the revolution. He con-
ducted himself so well that even Marx and Engels praised his ability and coolheadedness and,
according to Bernard Shaw, Wagner, who fought beside him, was so impressed by his heroism
that he used him as the model for Siegfried.

The Dresden revolution was defeated and suppressed with great brutality by Prussian troops
sent to assist the Saxon king, and the surviving rebels — the majority had either been shot or
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thrown into the Elbe — fled to Chemnitz, where most of them, including Bakunin, were arrested
during the night. Wagner was one of the few who escaped.

For Bakunin capture meant the beginning of an imprisonment which was to last eight years,
in the most terrible prisons of four countries, and to be followed by years of exile in the spiritual
desert of Siberia. First he was kept in prison for more than a year by the Saxon authorities, then
sentenced to death, taken out to execution, and reprieved at the zero minute.Then he was handed
on to the Austrian government, who desired their revenge for his part in the Prague rising. Nearly
another year passed in Austrian prisons, first the citadel of Prague and then, when a rescue was
feared, in the castle of Olmütz, where he was chained to a wall for three months. Again he was
tried and condemned to death, and again reprieved and extradited to the next country that desired
to torture this formidable rebel.

This last country was his own land, from which, as he had already been sentenced, he could
not even hope for the mockery of a trial. What he expected was an execution, this time stayed by
no reprieve. Instead, he was condemned to the exquisite psychological torture of solitary confine-
ment in the Peter and Paul fortress and the even more rigorous prison of Schüsselburg, where the
enemies of the Tsar lived and died in solitary confinement for many generations of revolution-
aries. He remained in these prisons some six years, during which he suffered terribly from his
privations and became toothless and prematurely aged from the ravages of scurvy. He began to
lose all hope of ever leaving his prison to rejoin the struggle for human liberty, which, even in his
greatest despair remained always in his thoughts. In 1857, however he was released from his cell
and sent to Siberia for a life’s exile. He stayed there for four years, and then staged a sensational
escape and returned, via Japan and the United States, to London, where his friends Ogarev and
Herzen were living. Bakunin returned to freedom with a spirit, unlike his body, preserved in all
its integrity and enthusiasm throughout the years of his long suffering.

Life on Paddington Green and the editing of a liberal paper with Herzen soon tired him, and
he wished to resume the revolutionary struggle, which had been torn from his hands in Dresden
twelve years before. When the Polish insurrection started in 1863 he endeavoured to assist the
insurgents, but again the Polish leaders would have nothing to do with him, this time because his
dream of a great federation of liberated Slavs ran counter to their own imperialist aspirations and
his idea of a peasant uprising was diametrically opposed to their plan of an aristocratic class gov-
ernment. Bakunin would not accept their rebuffs, and went to Stockholm to join an expedition
of Poles who planned to land in Lithuania. The project never matured, and Bakunin’s experi-
ences with the Poles finally taught him that the social revolution could not be achieved through
nationalist movements. Thenceforward he moved rapidly towards the idea of an international
revolutionary movement based on the working class.

During the ensuing years he lived mostly in Italy, where he gained a number of followers, and
founded his first organisation dedicated to the achievement of an anarchist revolution, the secret
International Brotherhood. This was followed by his joining the League for Peace and Freedom,
an organisation of liberals with a vaguely pacifistic policy which held its first congress at Geneva
in that year and which Bakunin hoped to influence with his revolutionary ideas.

Bakunin’s attendance at the conference was the first public appearance of this now famous
conspirator and revolutionary, and the aura attached to his name, as the hero of so many revolu-
tions, of so many prisons, and of the sensational escape from Siberia, combined with his gigantic
presence to rouse the greatest enthusiasm. One of those present wrote “As he walked up the
steps to the platform… a great cry of ‘Bakunin’ went up. Garibaldi, who was in the chair, arose
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and went forward to embrace him. Many opponents of Bakunin’s were present, but it seemed as
if the applause would never end.”

At first Bakunin had high hopes of the League for Peace and Freedom. He was elected to the
Central Committee of the League, and gained a small following therein including the brothers
Elisée and Elie Reclus, who were later to become famous in the anarchist movement. But very
soon he realised the essentially bourgeois nature of the League as a whole and, although he
attempted some kind of fusion between it and the International, which he joined in 1868, he found
that the membership of the League could not keep pace with his own development. He had now
come into the open as a declared enemy of capitalism, and demanded the expropriation of the
land and means of production, which would be worked collectively by workers’ associations. At
the Second Congress of the League he put forward proposals for the expropriation of wealth and
the establishment of a classless society. When, as he had expected, these proposals were rejected,
he left the League with his few followers, and turned to the International as the instrument of
his revolutionary activity.

While he was still a member of the League for Peace and Freedom, Bakunin had founded
his International Alliance of Social Democracy, whose nucleus was the membership of the old
secret International Brotherhood and which grew to a strength of some thousands among the
revolutionaries of Italy and Spain, and the Russian exiles in Switzerland. Bakunin sought for the
admission of the Alliance as a whole into the International, but the General Council, led by Marx
who was already regarding Bakunin as a menace to his own authority, rejected this proposal, and
Bakunin had to dissolve the Alliance and allow its various sections to enter the International as
separate branches.

Through the entry of Bakunin the International grew numerically, for he gained many mem-
bers in Italy and Spain, where its influence had previously been negligible. But to Marx his value
as an ally was more than counter-balanced by his danger as a potential rival. For Bakunin entered
the International not as a member of the rank and file, but as the representative and mouthpiece
of a large section of libertarian opinion. Not only did he retain his influence over the Italian and
Spanishmembers, but he also gained the adherence of the internationalists in French Switzerland
and also of many workers in France, notably in the Jura, Lyons and the Midi, and in Belgium.

The struggle between Bakunin and Marx did not, however, lie entirely or even primarily in
the matter of personal influence or in the incompatibility of their widely differing personalities.
There was also a deep and fundamental cleavage between their doctrines on the vital question
of authority and the state. Bakunin expressed this difference clearly when he said:

“I am not a Communist because Communism unites all the forces of society in the
state and becomes absorbed in it, because it inevitably leads to the concentration of
all property in the hands of the state, while I seek the abolition of the state — the
complete elimination of the principle of authority and governmental guardianship,
which, under the pretence of making men moral and civilising them, has up to now
always enslaved, oppressed, exploited and ruined them.”

The prophetic truth of these words is borne out by a consideration of the achievements of
Marxist Communism as they exist in Russia today.

The first open battle between the Marxists and the Bakuninists took place at the Basle con-
ference of 1869, which Bakunin attended in person, Marx only by proxy. Bakunin submitted a
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proposal for the abolition of the right of inheritance. This was opposed by the Marxists and de-
feated by a narrow margin. A counter proposal by the Marxists for a programme of increased
death duties was also rejected by a narrow majority. The situation was somewhat ridiculous, but
the fact that a resolution of the Marx-controlled General Council had been defeated for the first
time, showed that the influence of Marx was at last challenged. Marx’s chief lieutenant, the Ger-
man tailor Eccarius, went away exclaiming “Marx will be very displeased!”
During the period immediately following the Basle conference both groups manoeuvred for in-
fluence and position. Marx and his followers, particularly the malicious Utin, who later made
his peace with the Tsar, spread as many calumnies as they could invent regarding Bakunin. But
these failed to influence any of the supporters of Bakunin and in the eyes of neutrals tended to
discredit the Marxists themselves rather than their opponents.

The struggle was interrupted by the Franco-Prussian war and the revolution in France that
deposed Napoleon III. Bakunin, scenting revolution from his retreat in Locarno, set off to Lyons
where his followers were numerous, and late in September the anarchists of this city set up a
Committee for the Salvation of France, which immediately declared the abolition of the State.
There was a bloodless rising in Lyons, and for a short time the city was in the hands of the insur-
rectionaries. Preparations, however, had been inadequate, and certainmembers of the Committee
turned out to be police, or Bonapartist agents. A body of the National Guard soon put an end
to this very minor revolution, and Bakunin was captured and imprisoned. He was, however, res-
cued by his followers, and, after remaining in hiding for a time, escaped from France, without
his beard and disguised in blue spectacles.

The struggle within the International continued in minor skirmishes until 1872, when Marx,
alarmed at the progressive increase of Bakunin’s influence and embarrassed by discontent among
his English followers, decided to precipitate a showdown. In September of that year he called a
conference of the International at The Hague. The Bakuninists protested that Switzerland would
be a better locale, as most of their delegates had to travel from Mediterranean countries and
some, including Bakunin, would be unable to reachTheHague in time as they could not enter the
intervening countries. The General Council, however, refused to alter its proclamation, and the
Italian anarchists then took the unfortunate step of boycotting the conference and thus reducing
considerably the anarchist forces.

At the conference itself, the General Council admitted the falseness of its own position by re-
fusing to allow voting on the basis of numerical strength. Marx had made his plans carefully, and
the meeting was packed with his supporters, returned by fictitious branches of the International
and by sections specially formed for the purpose of returning delegates.

Marx first surprised the Conference by demanding a transference of the General Council from
London to New York, and sweeping extensions of its powers. This he realised would weaken the
International, but he felt a move of such a nature would release it from the European Scylla and
Charybdis of anarchism on the one side and English trade unionism on the other. The motions
were carried by a narrowmargin, after an extremely acrimonious debate. At this point the French
Blanquist delegates resigned in a body.

In the political debate that followed, the anarchist programme was defeated and the General
Council’s proposal for a programme of political action was accepted. The remaining item on
the agenda was the expulsion of Bakunin and his associate Guillaume on the ground that they
had attempted to maintain a separate organisation within the International. The decision for
expulsion was only obtained after Marx had appealed to the fundamentally bourgeois standards

28



of the delegates by raking up Netchaieff’s blackmailing letter to Lioubavine in connection with
Bakunin’s translation of Das Kapital into Russian. There was no real evidence that Bakunin had
any hand in this letter, but Marx succeeded in so misrepresenting the case that the conference
decided to expel Bakunin and Guillaume.

The anarchists refused to recognise the decisions at The Hague and the federations of the
Latin countries seceded and held a congress at St. Imier, in the Jura, where they agreed on an
anarchist programme. The anarchist section of the International continued until 1878, by which
time the increasing reaction in the Latin Countries made it difficult for open mass movements to
continue.TheMarxist rump, split by dissensions in its new home in America, had already expired
in 1874, killed by its leader’s megalomaniac desire for complete domination of the working class
movement.

The years following the break-up of the International were, for Bakunin, dominated by misfor-
tune and disillusion with the results of his efforts. His health began to break, and he was forced
to live in poverty and often almost in starvation. He quarrelled with most of his friends and dis-
ciples, who could not understand his natural profligacy with money whenever it came into his
hands and the way in which he would spend the money of others as if it were his own.

In 1873 the Spanish Revolution occurred, and Bakunin, in spite of his illness, desired to go
there to fight what he felt must be his last struggle at the barricades. But he was penniless, and
his friend Cafiero, who had been subsidising him, refused to find the money for his venture.

The following year, 1874, a rising in Bologna was planned by the Italian anarchists, and
Bakunin decided to take part in it. His health had now completely broken down, he had just
quarrelled with his closest friends and disciples, Guillaume, Sazhin and Cafiero, and he had little
faith in the prospects of the rising. But he realised his death was near, and wished to end fighting
in the streets as he had fought in Dresden a quarter of a century ago. He wrote a farewell letter
to his friends in Switzerland, which ended on the note of resignation. “And now, my friends, it
only remains for me to die. Adieu!”

The Bologna rising however was completely abortive and Bakunin had to return to Switzer-
land, this time disguised as an aged priest. It was the last of his revolutionary efforts and the
remaining two years of his life were spent in abject poverty and declining strength. He despaired
of the revolution taking place until the masses were impregnated with revolutionary feeling, and
realised that the growing reaction in Europe made that more and more difficult. But he saw intu-
itively the shape of the future when he wrote to Elisée Reclus, “There remains another hope, the
world war. Sooner or later these enormous military states will have to destroy and devour each
other. But what an outlook!” He died on July 1st, 1876, in the hospital at Berne, and was buried
quietly in that city.

Bakunin was essentially a revolutionary of the deed, a fighter at the barricades, an eloquent
and inspiring orator. As a hearer said of him on one occasion, “The man was a born speaker,
made for the revolution. The revolution was his natural being. His speech made a tremendous
impression.”

Perhaps it was because he was so much the-man for action, for the impulsive deed, the im-
promptu appeal to the feelings of Men, that his best expositions of ideas are found in documents
of such immediate importance as articles, speeches and memoranda to conferences, rather than
in his fragmentary theoretical works.
Bakunin’s teachings differed from those of his early master, Proudhon, on two principle points.
Firstly, he realised that with the development of large-scale industry, Proudhon’s idea of a soci-
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ety of small proprietors owning their own means of production and exchanging their products
through exchange banks, was not longer practicable. He therefore envisaged what he called col-
lective production underwhich themeans of productionwould be owned andworked collectively
by co-operative associations of workers.

The means of production were thus owned in common, but Bakunin did not reach the later
stage of common ownership of the products of labour, advocated by Kropotkin a few years later,
and in his theory the producer would be entitled to the value of the product of his individual
labour.

The second point on which he differed from Proudhon was that he believed the State could not
be abolished by reformist methods or by the power of example, and therefore proclaimed the ne-
cessity of revolution for “the destruction of all institutions of inequality, and the establishment of
social and economic equality”. He did not, however, advocate the political revolution of Jacobins
and Marxists, carried out by organised and disciplined parties. “Revolutions are never made,” he
declared, “either by individuals or by secret societies. They come automatically, in a measure; the
power of things, the current of events and facts, produces them. They are long preparing in the
depth of the obscure consciousness of the masses — then they break out suddenly, not seldom
on apparently slight occasion.” He spoke as an expert in revolution.
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Chapter 6 Peter Kropotkin and Anarchist
Communism

IT WAS AMONG the generation of anarchists following Bakunin that anarchism received the
scientific and sociological basis that up to then it had in a measure lacked. The philosophical
reasoning of a Godwin, the intuitive social insight of a Bakunin had proved the reasonableness
and justice of anarchism; it remained for men like Kropotkin and the brothers Reclus, who had
already made for themselves considerable names as scientific writers, to bring to a study of eco-
nomic and social problems the knowledge they had gained in the pursuit of natural studies and
prove the scientific validity of anarchism as a social method. Of these the most influential and
competent was Kropotkin. If Bakunin was the great revolutionary hero and orator of anarchism,
Kropotkin was its great savant.

Peter Kropotkin was born in 1842, the year of Bakunin’s conversion to revolutionary beliefs.
He came of the highest stratum of the Russian nobility, and was a prince by right of birth. Like
Bakunin, he was educated for a commission in the Tsarist army, and served in the early 1860’s
as an officer in a Cossack regiment stationed on the Amur river, whence Bakunin had just pre-
viously staged his sensational escape from Siberian exile. Later he travelled extensively on sci-
entific expeditions in Siberia and Northern Manchuria, and his observations of natural history
and primitive society during this period were to have a profound influence on his scientific and
sociological ideas of later years. In 1867 he returned to St. Petersburg and spent four years there
in the study of mathematics. He also began to attain an international reputation as a geographer,
and was offered — but rejected — the Secretaryship of the St. Petersburg Geographical Society,
under whose commission he made in 1871 a journey of exploration into the ice fields of Finland
and Sweden.

During his various geographical journeys into the remoter parts of Russia, Kropotkin was
deeply impressed by the miserable conditions under which the poorer classes lived. He presented
reports on the subject to various government departments, but his representations failed to break
down their apathy towards the misery of the peasants and the landless poor. It was this lack of
elementary humanity in the governmental system of Tsarist Russia that drove Kropotkin steadily
towards the realisation of the necessity for a social revolution.

He became an active revolutionary in 1872. In that year he made a journey to Western Europe
and stayed some time in Belgium and Switzerland. There he made contact with revolutionary
movements and became converted to anarchism during a visit to the militant watchmakers of
the Jura. In Switzerland he joined the International, which in that region was under the influence
of the Bakuninists. On his return to Russia in the same year, he took up secret revolutionary activ-
ity, and joined Tschaikowsky’s conspiratorial group. The activities of the group were discovered
by the Okhrana in 1874, and for his participation Kropotkin was imprisoned in the Peterand Paul
Fortress, the celebrated political prison in which Bakunin, Netchaieff and many other famous
revolutionaries were incarcerated before the Revolution and in which thousands of the intelli-
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gentsia were murdered by the Bolsheviks after October 1917. From this terrible prison Kropotkin
was one of the very few men ever to escape, which he did in 1876, after two years of confinement.

He went first to England, and in the following year proceeded to Switzerland. There he stayed
until 1881, when he was expelled for his revolutionary activities. For a while he lived alternately
in France and England, until, in 1882, he was sentenced in Paris to a second term of imprisonment,
this time for five years, for membership of a prohibited association (the reformed International
Working Men’s Association). His experiences of this period and of his earlier imprisonment in
Russia are described in his vividly written book, In Russian and French Prisons.

He was pardoned by the French authorities, and came to England, where he lived for the next
thirty years, most of which he devoted to writing. During this period he participated in English
anarchist groups, helped to run the anarchist paper Freedom, and was one of the founders of the
Freedom Press. It was in this relatively quiet period of his life that most of his more important
books were composed.

During the great war of 1914–18 Kropotkin gave his support to the Allies, contending that
they were a lesser evil than the Central European powers and that therefore it was desirable that
they should win rather than that Europe should be subjected to a German imperial hegemony.
There has been much controversy concerning Kropotkin’s attitude on this occasion, and from an
anarchist point of view there is no doubt that he diverged from the true revolutionary attitude,
which would have been (as it is to-day) to support none of the warring states and to attempt to
bring about revolution in all of them, but particularly in the revolutionary’s own country. All
that can be said in defence of Kropotkin in this unfortunate matter is that at the time he was
already an old and very sick man, almost worn out by a life of suffering and singularly vigorous
activity. His attitude also seems to have been affected by that hatred of the German Empire and
of German institutions in general which characterised so many of the Russian revolutionaries of
his generation.

After the revolution of February 1917 in Russia, Kropotkin returned and gave it his support.
When the Bolsheviks seized power at the end of the year, Kropotkin saw the true nature of their
actions and purpose. He opposed their rule and their myth of the dictatorship of the proletariat,
and denounced their methods of oppression and persecution. The last four years of his life were
spent in poverty and as much obscurity as his enemies could induce. In many small ways the
authorities made his life unpleasant; but they did not dare to use their ordinary Cheka methods
against so great and famous a revolutionary. He died in 1921.The anarchists ofMoscow organised
his funeral, refusing to accept assistance from the Government, and tens of thousands of work-
ers, intellectuals and students followed the cortege in demonstration of their solidarity with his
opposition to the Communist dictatorship. True to character, the Bolsheviks, having promised
to release all the many anarchist political prisoners for the funeral, released only a few of them
for one day only.
Kropotkin was the principal advocate of communist anarchism, which differed from the collec-
tivism of Bakunin in that not only the means of production, but also the products of labour would
be held in common and each individual producer would receive from the common pool to the
extent of his needs. This he regarded as more just and practicable, as under modern methods of
production it would be very difficult to assess with any exactitude the value of individual labour,
and as, with the technical resources of modern science and industry, an adequate supply of goods
could be made available to give every person in society a comparatively generous share.
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“The Anarchists cannot consider, like the Collectivists, that a remuneration which would be
proportionate to the hours of labour spent by each person in the production of riches may be
an ideal, or even an approach to an ideal, society. Without entering here into a discussion as
to how far the exchange value of each merchandise is really measured now by the amount of
labour necessary for its production, we must say that the Collectivist ideal seems to us merely
unrealisable in a society that has been brought to consider the necessaries for production as
common property. Such a society would be compelled to abandon the wage system altogether. It
appears impossible that the mitigated Individualism of the Collectivist school could co-exist with
the partial Communism implied by holding land and machinery in common-unless imposed by
a powerful government. The present wage system has grown up from the appropriation of the
necessaries for production by the few; it was a necessary condition for the growth of the present
capitalist production; and it cannot outlive it, even if an attempt bemade to pay theworker the full
value of his produce; and hours of labour cheques be substituted for money. Common possession
of the necessaries for production implies the common enjoyment of the fruits of the common
production; and we consider that an equitable organisation of society can only rise when every
wage system is abandoned, and when everybody, contributing for the common wellbeing to the
full extent of his capacities, shall enjoy also from the common stock of society to the fullest extent
of his needs.”

Thus Kropotkin envisaged a distribution of consumption goods based not on service but on
need. He successfully refuted the customary objection that under such a system it would be
difficult to get anybody to work by showing that work is natural to man and that it is not work
but overwork which men dislike.
“Overwork is repulsive to human nature-not work. Overwork for supplying the few with luxury
— not work for the well being of all. Work, labour, is a physiological necessity, a necessity of
spending accumulated bodily energy, a necessity that is health and life itself. If so many branches
of useful work are so reluctantly done now, it is merely because they mean overwork, or they
are improperly organised. But we know that four hours of useful work every day would be more
than sufficient for supplying everybodywith the comfort of a moderately well-to-domiddle-class
house, if we all gave ourselves to productive work, and if we did not waste our productive powers
as we do waste them now. As to the childish question, repeated for fifty years: ‘Who would do
disagreeable work? ’frankly I regret that none of our savants here have ever been brought to do
it, be it for only one day in his life. If there is still work which is really disagreeable in itself, it is
only because our scientific men have never cared to consider the means of rendering it less so:
they have always known that there were plenty of starving men who would do it for a few pence
a day.”

Kropotkin’s ideas of the possibility of a reduction of necessary work and a vast increase in
production, both of food and industrial products, were not based on speculation merely. His sci-
entific training had taught him the necessity of supporting his theories by a background of facts,
and he went thoroughly into the question of the productivity, both of the soil and of industry,
which could be obtained by an application of the scientific and technical knowledge then avail-
able. The results of his researches and the conclusions he attained from them are embodied in his
important books, Fields; Factories and Workshops, The Conquest of Bread, and Modern Science
and Anarchism.

His arguments in the matter of food production are of particular importance. Almost alone
among revolutionary-theorists, he realised that bread is essential to the maintenance of a revolu-
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tion, that without bread the revolution would be doomed from the outset. He therefore set out to
study intensive methods of farming, and proved that, under a system not tied by the economic
necessities of imperialist capitalism, it would be possible to grow on a country the size of England
more than enough food to maintain the present population.

Kropotkin realised the unhealthiness of the excessive division of labour, and of a life spent
in the performance of a single monotonous function. He saw the physical and mental evils of
the mass life of factories and towns, of a life completely severed from nature and deprived of
a healthy balance of work and leisure. He envisaged the gradual break-up of the large urban
and industrial centres, and the decentralisation of industry into small factories and workshops
set in the agricultural countryside, which would enable the workers to alternate land work with
factory work and so preserve a better balance of physical and mental health. Thus he foresaw the
elimination of both the factory system and the proletariat as we know it.

“When we thus revert from the scholastics of our text-books, and examine human
nature as a whole, we soon discover that, while all the benefits of a temporary divi-
sion of labour must be maintained, it is high time to claim those of the integration
of labour. Political economy has hitherto insisted chiefly on division. We proclaim
integration; and we maintain that the ideal of society is a society of integrated, com-
bined labour. A society where each individual is a producer of both manual and
intellectual work; where each able-bodied human being is a worker, and where each
worker works both in the field and the industrial workshop; where every aggrega-
tion of individuals, large enough to dispose of a certain variety of natural resources
— it may be a nation or rather a region — produces and itself consumes most of its
own agricultural and manufactured produce.”

But important as Kropotkin may have been as the chief protagonist of anarchist communism
and as demonstrator of the possibility, by the application of modern scientific methods, of at-
taining those increases in production and leisure which are essential in a free society, his most
valuable contribution to anarchist thought was the scientific basis he gave to the anarchist theory
of society in his sociological work Mutual Aid, a book which has since become one of the classic
works on the nature of society.

In Mutual Aid Kropotkin attacked the neo-Malthusian doctrines of the survival of the fittest,
which were preached by Huxley and his followers as providing the reasons for both animal and
human evolution and the prime moving forces in the whole of the natural world. These theories
had a great influence on many ‘advanced’ political thinkers of the time, and have persisted to this
day among the Marxists; a fact which gives Communist pseudo-philosophy its peculiarly musty
flavour of nineteenth century materialism. The slogan of the struggle for existence became the
excuse for a new and more evil Machiavellianism that justified any method to gain the ends of
the party that desired power — hence the steady deterioration of political morals since the middle
of the nineteenth century. This idea was also used to justify any kind of repressive government,
on the argument that only the class or nation could survive which was able most ruthlessly to
gain and maintain power over the rest.

Kropotkin set out to disprove these ideas, and showed that, far from the struggle for existence
being the dominant feature of animal life, the weaker species only survived because they lived in
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groups and practiced certain forms of co-operation in satisfying the vital needs of life. Further-
more, these social species, although individually weaker than such solitary beasts as the larger
carnivores, had a better chance of survival and of evolution to a higher form. While Kropotkin
did not deny that there does indeed exist in nature a struggle for existence, he thought it was
balanced by the contrary principle of mutual aid, and that in evolution, at least in the evolution
of the higher animals; mutual aid was the more important factor. Kropotkin showed, by a study
of the information then available concerning human history, that there was no evidence of man’s
existence at any time as other than a social animal, and that there was every reason to suppose
he entered the evolutionary vista as a social species descended from one of the gregarious pri-
mates. He went on to demonstrate how this element of co-operation lay at the base of all human
societies, and how in periods when men’s activities were governed by mutual aid and not by au-
thority the progress of culture and material well-being was most considerable. Human evolution
has been such that in a natural state of existence, i.e. without the repression of government or
dogma, man would be led by a feeling of personal responsibility and would co-operate willingly
with his fellows for the good of society. This fundamental mutuality among men lies at the base
of every creed of social ethics, and if it did not condition almost every act of a man’s common
life, the most austere of tyrannies could not prevent the disintegration of human social patterns.

In other works Kropotkin, like his friend Elisée Reclus, related the progress of human society
to the law of evolution, and contended that the social revolution was a natural part of the evo-
lutionary process. ‘Order is the free equilibrium of all forces that operate on the same point; if
any of these forces are interfered with in their operation by a human will, they operate none
the less, but their effects accumulate till some day they break the artificial dam and provoke a
revolution… Evolution never advances so slowly and evenly as has been asserted. Evolution and
revolution alternate, and the revolutions — that is, the times of accelerated evolution — belong
to the unity of nature just as much as do the times in which evolution takes place more slowly.’

The revolution was only a stage in evolution, not the end of evolution, for change is the law
of the natural world. ‘The idea hitherto prevalent, that everything in nature stands fast, is fallen,
destroyed, annihilated. Everything in nature changes; nothing remains; neither the rock that
appears to us to be immovable and the continent that we call terra firma, nor the inhabitants,
their customs, habits and thoughts. All that we see about us is a transitory phenomenon, and
must change, because motionlessness would be death.’
So human development continued beyond the revolution, beyond the breakdown of the state
and the establishment of a society of mutual co-operation. In the millenniummen would not just
relax into a stasis of happy existence. On the contrary, human social and individual evolution,
freed of repressive influences, would progress with an energy unparalleled in history, and the
achievements of men would establish forms of society beyond the imagination of Kropotkin or
any of his contemporaries. The revolution would merely release the natural process of human
and social evolution.

In addition to his original contributions to anarchist thought, Kropotkin, in his numerous
works, clarified and expanded the general theory of anarchism. In such works as his essay on
The State he gave a historical backing to the anarchist denial of government, and in other works,
such as The French Revolution he showed that a political revolution which replaced one gov-
ernment by another would end not in revolution but in reaction, a contention which has been
proved by many examples in our own time.
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Kropotkin, as the scientific interpreter of anarchism, has been unsurpassed since his day, and
his main contentions have been doubly proved by the widening of scientific knowledge and the
process of social evolution during the last fifty years.
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Chapter 7 The Growth of the Anarchist
Movement

THE BEGINNING OF the anarchist movement was Bakunin’s secret International Brother-
hood, which he founded in Italy in 1864. The Brotherhood consisted mostly of his Italian follow-
ers, with a few Poles, Russians, French and Spaniards. It was intended as a closely-knit organ-
isation of conspirators who would initiate and lead the revolution, and it represented a period
when Bakunin was still to an extent influenced by the methods, if not by the ideologies, of the
national revolutionaries of his early days. (It resembled in some ways the Italian conspiratorial
society of the early nineteenth century known as the Carbonari). In later years, as we have seen,
Bakunin himself, in the light of his revolutionary experience, was to declare that revolutions can
never be made by secret societies, but can spring only from the revolutionary urges of the people
themselves.

Later, in 1868, Bakunin founded the International Alliance of Social Democracy, in which was
merged the membership of the secret Brotherhood. The Alliance was an open organisation for
furthering the aims of anarchism, which were expressed clearly in its programme, drawn up by
Bakunin

“The Alliance declares itself atheist; it desires the definitive and entire abolition of
classes, and the political equality and social equalisation of individuals of both sexes.
It desires that the earth, the instruments of labour, like all other capital, becoming
the collective property of society as a whole, shall be no longer able to be utilised
except by the workers, that is to say, by agricultural and industrial associations. It
recognises that all actually existing political and authoritarian States, reducing them-
selves more and more to the mere administrative functions of the public services in
their respective countries, must disappear in the universal union of free associations,
both agricultural and industrial.”

The Alliance rapidly gained several thousand members, mostly in Italy, Spain and France and
among the Russian refugees in Switzerland. It was, as we have seen in the chapter on Bakunin,
dissolved as a body in order that its constituent sections might join the First International, and for
the next few years, until 1872; anarchist activities were mostly continued within the various sec-
tions of the International in the effort to further the aims of that body. Anarchist influence in the
International increased rapidly in all the Latin countries, and particularly Spain, Italy, Belgium,
the Jura districts of France and the French-speaking parts of Switzerland. When, in 1872, the
irreconcilable ideological differences between anarchist and Marxist social philosophies came to
a head at the Hague conference and Bakunin and Guillaume were expelled by a packed assembly
on a framed-up charge presented by Marx, the anarchists denounced the Marxist sections of the
International, and the Spanish, Italian and Swiss sections, together with a considerable body of
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the French, Russian and Belgian membership, set up their own organisation and held the first
congress at St. Imier immediately after the fraudulent Hague conference. The Anarchist Interna-
tional had in reality the better title to be called the true continuation of the first International, for
the methods to which Marx had to resort to obtain Bakunin’s expulsion proved, as Max Nomad
has said, that the anarchists “were no longer a scheming minority but the actual majority within
that organisation.”

The International existed as an open body holding its public conferences, until 1878, when the
reaction following the Paris Commune had reached such proportion’s in the Latin countries that
for a period of some years it had become virtually impossible to carry on open activities.

The Anarchist International was reorganised in London in 1881, largely on the initiative of
Kropotkin. The conference at Geneva in 1882 adopted a manifesto that expresses in outline the
policy maintained by the main stream of the anarchist movement since that day:

“Our ruler, is our enemy. We Anarchists, i.e., men without any rulers, fight against
all those who have usurped any power, or who wish to usurp it. Our enemy is the
owner who keeps the land for himself and makes the peasant work for his disad-
vantage. Our enemy is the manufacturer who fills his factory with wage-slaves; our
enemy is the State, whether monarchical, oligarchical, or democratic, with its offi-
cials and staff of officers, magistrates, and police spies. Our enemy is every thought
of authority, whether men call it God or devil, in whose name the priests have so
long ruled honest people. Our enemy is the law, which always oppressed the weak
by the strong, to the justification and apotheosis of crime. But if the landowners,
the manufacturers, the heads of the State, the priests, and the law are our enemies,
we are also theirs, and we boldly oppose them. We intend to reconquer the land
and the factory from the landowner and the manufacturer; we mean to annihilate
the State, under whatever name it may be concealed; and we mean to regain our
freedom in spite of priest or law. According to our strength, we will work for the
annihilation of all legal institutions, and we are in accord with everyone who defies
the law by a revolutionary act. We despise all legal means because they are the nega-
tion of our rights; we do not want so-called universal suffrage, since we cannot get
away from our own personal sovereignty, and cannot make ourselves accomplices
in the crimes committed by our so-called representatives. Between us and all politi-
cal parties, whether Conservatives or Moderates, whether they fight for freedom or
recognise it by their admissions, a deep gulf is fixed. We wish to remain our own
masters and he among us who strives to become a chief or a leader is a traitor to
our cause. Of course we know that individual freedom cannot exist without a union
with other free associates. We all live by the support one of another, that is the social
life that has created us, that is the work of all that gives to each the consciousness
of his rights and the power to defend them. Every social product is the work of the
whole community to which all have claim in equal manner. For we are Communists,
we recognise that unless patrimonial, communal, provincial and national limits are
abolished, the work must be begun anew. It is ours to conquer and defend common
property and to overthrow governments by whatever name they may be called.”
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From the time of the split in the International and the early 1890’s, the tendency of the anar-
chists was to organise themselves into small autonomous groups for the purpose of conducting
propaganda activities. This pattern of organisation was dictated at the time, to a great extent, by
the persecution that anarchists suffered, particularly in Russia and Latin Europe; it has persisted
in countries, such as England, where no large syndicalist movement has arisen to give a mass
basis to anarchist activities.

During the 1870’s and the 1880’s there was a tendency among certain groups, particularly in
Russia and the Latin countries, to supplement “propaganda of the word” by “propaganda of the
deed”, which consisted of terrorist acts against representatives of the state, capitalists and land-
lords.These acts were calculated to display in a spectacular form the anarchist hatred of authority
and to bring to a symbolic reckoning the figureheads of tyranny. In Russia these terrorist acts
were committed on a wide scale, by both the anarchists and the People’s Will groups, but there
was hardly a country in which leading figures of the state were not assassinated by anarchists.
By the early years of the 1890’s however, the propaganda value of these exploits began to appear
problematical, and, except in Russia and Spain, the number of assassinations dwindled almost to
nothing.

It was not merely the apparent ineffectiveness of terrorism in itself that precipitated a change
in anarchist methods and organisation round about 1890. The principal reason was that with the
rise of the syndicalist movement in Europe an opportunity came for anarchism to operate on
a mass scale which had never before been possible, and the early years of the 1890’s found the
anarchists abandoning the struggle of small propaganda groups for the struggle to turn the new
syndicates into effective instruments for the social revolution. This is described in the following
chapter, after which I shall trace the development of anarchism in three countries America, Spain
and Russia — in whose social life it has been a particularly significant influence.
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Chapter 8 Anarcho-Syndicalism

THE FOUNDERSOFAnarchism, in rejecting the state, postulated a society that would be based
on the satisfaction of the economic needs of man by means of voluntary functional organisations
of the workers, acting in free co-operation. The necessity remained for the evolution of a method
bywhich this could be attained and of a revolutionary tactic that couldwork through theworkers’
economic life under capitalism towards the overthrow of the state. This revolutionary method
and tactic were to appear in syndicalism, which represents great strategy of the social revolution,
the manifestation in concrete, immediate terms of the theory of anarchism. The development of
syndicalism is closely associated with that of anarchism, springing from the same rooted hatred
of external authority and the realisation that in their economic aspect the state and capitalism
are most vulnerable.

Syndicalism might be described as an extension to the whole field of economic activity of the
idea of producers’ co-operation, bywhichmen, instead of being organised downwards in political
forms such as the state, would be organised upwards in economic or functional forms, such as
the syndicate. The syndicate would be built up within the state society, and would become both
the means of struggle for the change in society; the workers would control and work by free
consent the various industries within the community. As the basis of society would be economic
(concerned with ‘administering things’ instead of ‘governing men’) these syndicates, with their
local and national federations would be the basic forms of voluntary social organisation.

Syndicalism favours a change in society, not through parliamentary means or a political rev-
olution which would merely change one government for another, but by the direct economic
action of the workers, expressed in such methods as the boycott, sabotage, ca’canny, the strike,
above all the General Strike, and aiming at the true revolution and the abolition of property and
the state.

Within the present system, syndicalism differs from ordinary trade unionism in that it has no
allegiance with reformist politics and is uncompromising in its attitude to capitalism. It does not
seek, by means of compromise, to get the best possible deal for the workers under capitalism.
Syndicalists realise that the workers can gain no permanent amelioration of conditions under an
exploiting system, and they are therefore entirely revolutionary in their aims. They maintain the
day-to-day struggle for better conditions, but regard this primarily as a tactic for embarrassing
their enemies and preparing the workers for the revolutionary struggle which is the only means
of ending government and exploitation.

For this reason, the syndicalists in their organisations do not adopt the irrelevant functions of
modern trade unions. They are not interested in friendly societies or coffin clubs. For them the
liberation of the workers from the chains of property and the state is of paramount importance.
Nor do they adopt the separatist tendencies of trade unions, which support the interests of one
section of the workers in an industry, one craft or function, and so erect barriers among the
workers and, by their own divisions, present a scattered front to their enemies. Syndicalists hold
that the workers should be organised according to industry, not according to craft, and that the
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workers in each industry should form a single syndicate and so present one front of attack against
their masters.

The Syndicalists, realising the corrupting nature of power wherever it may arise, reject the
centralist and authoritarian structure of the trade union. Instead, they adopt a federal organisa-
tion, in which local units are autonomous and carry out actions without reference to any central
executive authority. In this way greater elasticity and speed of action is gained and there is no
chance of the betrayal of the workers by a governing bureaucracy. Affairs concerning the syndi-
cate as a whole are conducted by delegates, who are allowed only to voice the will of the workers
who elected them, and there is a minimum of officials elected for short periods, after which they
return to bench or field, and subject to recall if their actions dissatisfy the workers. In this way
the rise of a bureaucracy divorced from the workers is avoided and the revolutionary nature of
the syndicate preserved.

Just as in England the anarchist theory appeared in the work of Godwin several decades before
the development of continental anarchism, so there arose in England the first manifestation of
syndicalism, in the early revolutionary trades unions which grew under the influence of Robert
Owen, the disciple of Godwin, in the early part of the nineteenth century. The most important
of these unions was the Grand National Consolidated Trades Union.

During the latter part of 1833, Owen was working towards revolutionary organisation of the
workers, and at a meeting of his followers in October he declared: “It is intended that national
arrangements shall be formed to include all the working classes in the great organisation, and
that each department shall become acquainted with what is going on in other departments; that
all individual competition is to cease; that all manufactures are to be carried on by ‘National Com-
panies’.” (In case “National Companies” should be taken to mean “nationalisation” it is necessary
to explain that Owen meant organisations operated by the workers, and advocated no kind of
state control.)

The Grand National Consolidated was founded in January 1834, in succession to the Society
for National Regeneration, which had advocated direct action for the eight-hour day and other
reforms. In some ways it resembled the modern trade union, e.g., in the centralisation of control,
by which no strike for an advance in wages could take place without the consent of the Executive
Council. Strikes against reductions could be declared by the local bodies. It also resembled the
trade union in instituting funds for sick benefit and funeral expenses. Its difference from the trade
union is shown in the celebrated Rule 46:

“That although the design of the Union is, in the first instance, to raise the wages of
the workmen, or prevent any further reduction therein, and to diminish the hours of
labour, the great and ultimate object of it must be to establish the paramount rights
of Industry and Humanity, by instituting such measures as shall effectually prevent
the ignorant, idle and useless part of society from having that undue control over
the fruit of our toil, which through the agency of a vicious money system, they at
present possess: and that consequently, the Unionists should lose no opportunity of
mutually encouraging and assisting each other in bringing about A DIFFERENT OR-
DER OF THINGS, in which the really useful and intelligent part of society only shall
have the direction of its affairs, and in which well-directed industry and virtue shall
meet their just distinction and reward, and vicious idleness its merited contempt and
destitution.”
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It is unnecessary to emphasise the similarity between syndicalism and the ideas expressed
both in this declaration and in the various pronouncements of Owen. Nor did these statements
constitute mere lip service to an ideal. Owen and the more responsible leaders believed firmly
in the necessity for a revolutionary change. They also had an optimistic belief that this change
could come “suddenly upon society like a thief in the night,” by the application of the millennial
general strike. But they all underestimated the staying power of their enemies, and the Union
spent itself in local strikes before it could attempt the great manoeuvre for the social revolution.

The early success of the Union was phenomenal and demonstrates the extent of revolutionary
feeling at that time. Very soon its membership had reached half a million, and extended to many
trades in which there had been no previous organisation — notably the agricultural labourers
who produced its most famous heroes, the Tolpuddle Martyrs.

The Grand National fell because it was built on an easy optimism; both among leaders and
the rank and file. All imagined capitalism would fall like the walls of Jericho at the first blast
of the Owenite trumpets. They made little use of their opportunities, and there is no evidence
that they attempted to make the great disputes of 1834 the basis for any wide revolutionary
movement. They contemplated, setting up co-operative workshops for strikers and unemployed,
but apparently had not thought of the seizure of the factories by stay-in strikes. Their ideas
of direct action were rudimentary to a degree. Nor, in that interim between agricultural and
industrial economy, before society had become reliant on certain forms of transport and power,
could a general strike have had any success unless it had included the majority of agricultural
workers and the transport workers, who seem at that time to have been little organised. For the
time being the attentions of the workers were diverted to the political movement of Chartism and
when the trades unions revived it was in the reformist character they possess today. Large-scale
revolutionary unionism disappeared from Europe for some fifty years.

It appeared again when syndicalism grew out of the peculiar circumstances in which the
French trade union movement arose during the 1880’s. Throughout the early part of the nine-
teenth century, since the veto imposed by the ‘revolutionary’ Constituent Assembly in 1790,
trade unions had been forbidden in France, because even the Jacobins could not bring them-
selves to admit the right of any free association to infringe on the prerogative of the divine state.
In 1864, the Emperor Napoleon III, who had ingenious ideas of ruling by division, attempted to
play the working class malcontents against the bourgeoisie by granting in principle the right of
workmen to form trades unions. His edict remained a dead letter, and the legal persecution of
the unions continued until, by a law passed in 1884, the Third Republic granted the right to form
associations, for the defence of economic interests only.

The unions allowed by this act arose from a working class already impregnated with the revo-
lutionary virus of the French nineteenth century. Many of the founders had fought at the barri-
cades of the Commune and had maintained the underground struggle during the bitter years of
tyranny under the Thiers administration. Moreover, political currents in France at the end of the
nineteenth century had such an extreme and stinking turgidity that men with any integrity were
turning aside in distaste from politics. In such circumstances many of the men who found their
way into the new syndicates were in reality more concerned with the social revolution than with
the day-to-day demands of the workers. Prominent among these were many anarchists, such as
Pouget, Pataud, Pelloutier, Delesalle and Yvetot, who saw in the syndicates the kind of economic
organisations which had already been foreshadowed by the anarchist theorists and by means of
which the libertarian society could be established through the direct action of the workers.
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The C.G.T., the French trade union organisation, was never completely revolutionary. It did,
indeed, maintain for long an independence of political parties which made it a good seedbed
for revolutionary ideas, but at no time were more than half of its members imbued with revo-
lutionary motives. The remainder were reformists who saw in unionism the apparatus for safe-
guarding class interests within existing society. Nevertheless, the revolutionary syndicalists were
extremely influential within the movement. Pouget and Pataud were secretaries of the Confed-
eration, and Pouget edited its newspaper, La Voix du Peuple. The anarchist carpenter Torteilier
introduced the conception of the General Strike, and Yvetot and other anarchists were responsi-
ble for the assumption of an anti-militarist and anti-governmental attitude.

Much attention has been given, particularly outside France, to the ideas of Sorel and his fol-
lowers. For the most part their influence has been exaggerated. It is true that in 1899 Sorel, a
middle-class intellectual, filled with enthusiasm for the new movement he saw rising about him,
founded a periodical called Le Mouvement Socialiste, in which he elaborated an intellectual at-
titude towards syndicalism. But he had no direct connection with the syndicalist movement,
whose ideas were evolved independently of and, indeed, before the appearance of Sorel, and the
real syndicalists certainly did not support his mythical interpretation of syndicalism.

In the early years of the twentieth century the idea of syndicalism gained strength. In France
the workers showed their growing awareness by a series of great strikes. Syndicalism as a mass
movement spread to the other Latin countries, particularly Italy and Spain. In Spain the C.N.T.
was founded in 1911, and, in spite of savage persecution, grew rapidly until by 1919 it was the
largest revolutionary syndicalist organisation in the world with more than a million members.

In England the Syndicalist Education League was founded by Tom Mann and Guy Bowman,
and for a period both before and after the 1914–18 war, syndicalism, although it did not reach the
proportions of a mass movement, was very influential among the militant workers, particularly
in certain industrial areas such as the Clyde. And in 1905 was founded in America the Industrial
Workers of theWorld, an organisation whose objects were closely similar to those of syndicalists.
The anarchists, who had carried out such a bitter campaign in the America of the nineteenth
century, joined the I.W.W., and eventually came to guide its policy, with the result that it was,
and has remained the only important revolutionary organisation in the U.S.A. and Canada.

The world war marked a hiatus in the development of syndicalism but the arrival of peace
in a Europe sick with discontent and misery gave it a great impetus in the Latin countries and
strong movements arose in some South American countries and Scandinavia. In December 1922
an International Conference was held in Berlin, where all the important revolutionary syndicalist
organisations were represented, with the exception of the Spanish C.N.T., then forced to work
underground through the Rivera terror.
This conference made a declaration of the principles of Revolutionary Syndicalism which closely
resemble the ideas propagated by the anarchist theorists, and demonstrate the organic connection
which exists between the two doctrines and which led naturally to their fusion in the synthesis
of Anarcho-Syndicalism.1

These principles, which included a repudiation of the fallacious theory of the dictatorship
of the proletariat, are not merely a statement of belief. They represent also the reaction of the
syndicalist movement against the Communist regime in Russia. The Bolshevik leaders, recognis-
ing the influence of syndicalism in the Latin countries and America, had attempted to draw the

1 See Appendix.
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movement into the ambit of the Third International. Negotiations were actually started, for the
syndicalists still believed the October revolution to be a real social revolution, but the visits of del-
egations to Russia brought about a realisation of the true nature of Bolshevism, and as Bakunin
in the previous century had found himself impelled to oppose Marxist Communism, so were the
international syndicalists obliged to denounce its more grandiose manifestation in the twentieth
century.
The Berlin conference marked the climax of the international syndicalist movement. The Marx-
ists had an advantage by mere fact of the existence in Russia of a state that paid lip service to
workers’ control, and were able to divert many of the militant workers from syndicalism, with
the consequence that, except in Spain where the C.N.T. eventually reached a membership of 2½
millions, the syndicalist bodies, although large, remained minority bodies.

In consequence, when totalitarianism spread over Europe, the syndicalists were prevented
from decisive and successful action by the fact that the majority of the workers followed either
communists or parliamentary social democrats, both of whom retreated and betrayed their sup-
porters when the ruling class attacked. In Italy, for instance, the Unione Sindicale Italiana, in
co-operation with the Unione Anarchica Italiana, declared a General Strike in 1922 to avert the
impending threat of Fascism, but in this they were opposed by the other working class organisa-
tions and the strike failed because of its fragmentary nature.

But before the twilight of the total state settled over the continent, anarcho-syndicalism had,
in one country, an opportunity of proving itself in practice. That country was Spain, where the
working class revolution that broke out to combat Franco’s reactionary assault resulted in a
period of workers’ control in industry and agriculture, during which the practice of syndicalism
proved itself more efficient in the administration of industrial affairs than any of the systems that
preceded it. The revolution and the system of workers’ control were eventually destroyed, not
by Franco but by the republican government and its jackals, the Communists, but not before the
syndicalists of Spain had proved decisively that the methods of free organisation advocated by
syndicalists and anarchists will actually work more easily than those of government parties and
will cause an immediate increase in industrial efficiency and in the welfare of the workers.

Syndicalism may appear much weaker today than it was twenty years ago, but its eclipse
will be temporary. The present world crisis has shown the failure of every other social doctrine
that has promised to lead the workers to the millennium of freedom, and when the needs of the
people are once again asserted in a revolutionary period, anarcho-syndicalism will stand as the
one social method bywhich the free, classless society can be attained, and the evils of government
be abolished for ever.
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Chapter 9 Anarchism in America

ANYONE WHO DESIRES to enter the United States of America must sign a statement certi-
fying that he is not an anarchist. Similarly, it was under laws against “Criminal Anarchy” that
the working class organisations were attacked in the early years of the present century. These
facts reflect the fear and hatred of the American ruling class towards the anarchist movement,
and are in fact a tribute to the lead that anarchists have taken in American revolutionary action
since the early 1880’s.

TheAnarchism against which the great State persecutionswere institutedwas not themild and
idealistic individualist anarchism of the native social critics, such asThoreau, JosiahWarren (who
advocated a form of mutuality similar to that of Proudhon and attempted to set up libertarian
phalansteries) and Benjamin Tucker, the gentleman anarchist who believed in property and said
that he would support the vigilantes against strikers who “unanarchistically” attempted to apply
coercion to their employers! Sincere as most of these men were in their own way, profound as
some of them (such as Thoreau) were in certain directions of social criticism, their attack on
the American state remained almost completely intellectual and individual, and none of them
induced, or even attempted to induce a mass feeling against the State or to initiate the class
struggle for the destruction of property and government. The ruling class had nothing to fear
from them and they were content to regard them as the harmless Liberal gentlemen they really
were.

It was from outside, carried in the minds of immigrants fleeing from the regimented lands of
Europe, that the dreaded form of Anarchism, revolutionary anarchism, deriving from Bakunin,
reached America and terrorised its rulers.

Anarchism appeared in America as a vital force among the working class in the early 1880’s,
and the most significant event in its early history was probably the arrival of Johann Most, a for-
mer German socialist deputy turned anarchist, who fled from an unfriendly Europe in 1882 and,
having been welcomed by the German immigrant population, set up in New York his Anarchist
weekly Freiheit. Most was an orator of great eloquence and an extremely capable and industri-
ous journalist, and his influence was a great contributory factor in the spread of anarchist ideas
during the ensuing years.

The new revolutionary doctrine appealed more to the immigrant worker, with his insecure so-
cial and economic status, than it did to the native craftsmen, who had already built up their unions
and established some kind of security without being forced to adopt a revolutionary method.The
great depressions of the 1870’s hit the immigrants much harder than the native workers, and did
much to radicalise the Central European elements of the population, particularly in such centres
of industry as Chicago and Pittsburgh.
The moderate socialist groups began to lose their militant membership, and in 1881 the malcon-
tents formed a Revolutionary Socialist Party, predominantly German in membership, ‘but con-
taining some native Americans, such as Albert Parsons, later to play a tragic part in anarchist
history.
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Most’s arrival, the establishment of Freiheit in its new setting, and his propaganda tours of the
large towns of the East and the Middle West, gave a great stimulus to the revolutionary move-
ment; and in October, 1883, at a Conference held in Pittsburgh, an American federation of the
International Working Men’s Association was formed for the prosecution of the anarchist strug-
gle. By 1885 this organisation had eighty constituent groups and eight thousand members; and
produced a German daily paper and an English weekly (Alarm — edited by Parsons) in Chicago,
and Most’s weekly, Freiheit; in New York.

In 1886 the Anarchists were very active in the great American campaign for the eight-hour
day. Most himself did not support the campaign, as he held that it had no revolutionary signifi-
cance and would gain no important benefit for the workers. The Anarchists of Chicago, on the
other hand, while agreeing with Most that the eighthour agitation in itself had no revolutionary
importance, believed that it might commence a great rising of American labour against the State
and capitalism. For this reason they devoted all their energies to the eight-hour campaign. Five
of them gave their lives as well.

The campaign was inaugurated by a general strike which commenced on May 1st, 1886. On
May 4th the police attacked a peaceable demonstration outside the McCormick Harvester factory
and killed and wounded many workers. Two days later a meeting was held in -the Haymarket
Square to protest against the outrage. The Mayor of Chicago, Harrison, was there and declared
the assembly to be peaceable. He instructed the police captain, Bonfield, that no interference
would be necessary. Bonfield, however, marched out 180 armed policemen to disperse the crowd.
As the police were about to attack the demonstrators, a bomb was thrown by a person whose
identity has remained unknown to this day. Six policemen died, and, in retaliation, the state de-
manded the prosecution of eight Anarchist militants, who were tried for inciting the perpetrator
of the bombing. The eight men were condemned, and five of them — August Spies, George Engel,
Adolph Fischer, Louis Lingg and Albert Parsons were judicially murdered for an act of terrorism
in which they had no hand. Their innocence was proved seven years later by Governor John
Altgeld. They had been tried by a packed jury and a partisan judge, in a court that allowed faked
evidence for the prosecution and prevented the calling of witnesses for the defence. The crime
for which they really died was their opposition to the state and capitalism in the name of the
freedom of the workers.

This was the first great frame-up trial of the American class struggle. Manymore were to occur
in the bitter struggle of the ensuing decades, and some, such as the trials of Mooney and Billings
in 1916 and Sacco and Vanzetti in 1927, with their savage sentences against innocent men for
no greater crime than defiance of the state, aroused indignation in a world where the American
ruling class had not yet been beaten at their own game by such apt pupils as Stalin and Hitler.

After the Chicago events there was a marked increase in the persecution of the revolutionary
elements in the United States, and, under threats to deport foreign agitators, many of the immi-
grants became respectable and left the anarchist ranks. But the revolutionary work continued,
and the anarchists took an active part in the workers’ struggle for better conditions.

Most, becoming doubtful of the revolutionary effectiveness of the small, loose groups into
which the anarchists of the time formed themselves, was advancing towards the conception of
an anarchist mass movement, and anticipated syndicalism, by declaring that the trade unions
might be used for revolutionary ends, and that, in the formation of the anarchist society, they
might become the basis of economic organisation. In this contention he was bringing forward
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ideas which Bakunin had voiced twenty years before and which, in the next century, were to
assume concrete form in America itself.

Meanwhile in 1901, President McKinley was shot by Leon Czolgosz, a worker of Polish ex-
traction who claimed to be an Anarchist, but whose connection with the movement remains
extremely obscure. This act resulted in a renewed persecution of the Anarchist movement. The
law was passed to forbid the immigration of people with anarchist sympathies, Most was sen-
tenced to a year’s imprisonment for a violent article that appeared in Freiheit on the day of the
murder, and it seemed as if an attempt would be made to suppress all Anarchist activities. The
threat did not, however, materialise, and the Anarchist Movement continued, until, after 1905, its
militants began to devote their activities to the new revolutionary organisation of the Industrial
Workers of the World.

The I.W.W., known popularly as the “Wobblies”, was the American counterpart of the syndical-
ist movement that had already established itself in Europe. It did not call itself Syndicalist, but
the Industrial Union of the I.W.W. was in form very similar to the European syndicates and was
designed to perform the same revolutionary function. It arose out of the needs of the unorganised
mass of unskilled workers for whom the old craft unionism of the A.F. of L. offered no means of
obtaining better conditions. The I.W.W., with its organisation by industry as against organisation
by craft, and its advocacy of revolutionary direct action and the general strike for the overthrow
of the capitalist state, had much in common with the French syndicalist movement. It was, how-
ever, a much more assorted movement than the French and contained among its leading figures
representatives of almost every American radical trend.

The I.W.W. conducted many important strikes in the United States, and took an important part
in the struggle for civil liberties in the Western States. Its actions aroused the bitter hostility of
the reactionary elements, and the persecutions of its members were extreme and violent. Some,
like Joe Hill, author of “Pie in the Sky” were executed after frame-up trials, others were lynched
or tarred and feathered by their enemies, and thousands went to prison in the violent attacks
that followed their militant opposition to the 1914–1918 War.

After the war the I.W.W. followed the example of the syndicalists of Europe by refusing to co-
operate with theThird International and since that time their organisation, somewhat diminished
in size since the earlier days of the century, has remained the most important revolutionary
organisation in the U.S.A. and has supported the militant action of the workers wherever it has
arisen.
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Chapter 10 The Russian Revolution and the
Makhnovist Movement

ANARCHISM IS A doctrine which in the past was associated as intimately with Russia as Com-
munism is today. Two great Anarchists, Bakunin and Kropotkin, were Russians, and in Russia
itself the anarchist movement reached formidable proportions and, by its widespread practice of
terrorist assassination, made itself feared by the oppressors of the Russian people.

Anarchism was preceded in Russia by the movement of Nihilism, which has often been con-
fused with both Anarchism and the Social Revolutionary Movement, but was really an intellec-
tual current among the younger intelligentsia and nevermanifested itself as a political movement.
Turgenev’s best novel, “Fathers and Sons” dealt with the nihilist view of life.The nihilists accepted
no established principle, code or creed, and from this position they built up an opposition to any
kind of authority and demanded freedom for the sovereign individual. Thus, philosophically, the
ideas of the nihilists were closely linked with those of the anarchists, but their exponents never
attempted to convert them into revolutionary terms.

Nevertheless, nihilism evoked a state of mind among the educated classes of Russia that made
them begin to doubt the justice of the existing society, and in doing this it prepared for the
great revolutionary movements that were to arise in Russia in the latter half of the nineteenth
century. Anarchism was introduced into Russia in the early 1870’s by the disciples of Bakunin,
particularly Nechaieff and Sazhin, who worked under the name of Armand Ross. Nechaieff was
a young fanatic whose ruthless and Jesuitical methods did little good to the revolutionary cause,
but who was later, during his long incarceration in the dungeons of Petropavlovsk, to expiate
his errors in the most heroic struggle, carried on for years, to assist the revolution from his
prison cell. It was Nechaieff who originated the doctrine of “propaganda of the deed”, according
to which the revolutionaries should attract the attention and support of the people by means of
spectacular assassinations of the oppressors. This theory was followed by many of the Russian
anarchists, and also by the party of the People’s Will, better known as the Social Revolutionaries,
whose ideas, while not truly anarchist, were libertarian in tendency and much influenced by the
teachings of Bakunin.

The Russian anarchists of the pre-Revolutionary years were men and women of extreme devo-
tion, and many of them acted fearlessly in terroristic exploits which they knew could end only in
detection and punishment by death or a long and terrible imprisonment. The names of some, like
Sergei Stepniak, became famous in Western Europe, but the majority went to the scaffold, or the
not less real death of prison, without any fame beyond their immediate circle of revolutionaries.

Apart from the anarchist movement proper, there were also the followers of Tolstoy, who
preached a form of non-violent anarchism, and whose method of struggle, if not his anarchism,
was later to be adopted by the Indian leader Gandhi. The Tolstoyans were particularly active
in their opposition to militarism, and for this reason they, like certain pacifist religious sects
such as the Doukhobors, suffered very greatly from the persecution of the Tsarist authorities, a
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persecution which was later to be continued by the Bolsheviks.
During the first decade of the nineteenth century the empire of the Tsars began to show evident
signs of disintegration. The war against Japan ended in military defeat and economic crisis, and
in 1905 the Russian workers rose against their masters. In this rising the anarchists took an active
part alongside the members of other revolutionary movements, and when the insurrection was
broken and suppressed with characteristic brutality, they suffered bitterly for their participation.

The years that followed were rendered difficult by increased oppression. Many anarchists were
murdered by the State; many more were incarcerated in the political dungeons of Petropavlovsk
and Schüsselburg or exiled to the cold desert of Siberia. But they maintained their struggle
throughout the dark years and it was largely owing to the propaganda carried out by the anar-
chists among both the urban workers and the peasants that there arose the demands for workers’
control of factories and land which were to assume such importance during the Revolution of
1917.

The revolution, which in the decade following 1905 seemed even further away than it had
before the abortive rising, was precipitated by external events. The strain of the Japanese war
had violently shaken the stability of Tsarism. The war of 1914 with its enormous slaughter of
the badly armed Russian troops, its thorough disorganisation of the economic and social life of
the country, and its defeats on a far greater scale than those inflicted by the Japanese, brought
down the rotten fabric in ruins. Early in 1917 the soldiers, peasants and workers rose against
their oppressors, and the old regime was swept away.

During the February revolution the Anarchists were released from prison and returned from
Siberia to take their part in the building of the newworld of the revolution.Many exiles, including
Kropotkin, Bill Shatov and Fanya Baron, returned from Europe or America. During the early
months of 1917 the Anarchists worked among the industrial workers and peasants, inciting them
to take the factories and land into their own hands and to set up councils of workers that would
take the place of the government. This propaganda found a wide response among the Russian
people, and during the months up to October there was a great movement for the taking of the
factories by the workers and the land by the peasants.

The Bolsheviks, realising that an open propaganda for their political object of seizing and
operating the government in order to set up a Socialist state would make little appeal to the
Russians, decided on the Machiavellian tactic of appearing to support the anarchist ideas, and,
led by Lenin, put about as their own slogans the demands already made popular by the anarchists
of “All Power to the Soviets” and “The factories to the workers and the land to the peasants”.
These slogans were in fact diametrically opposite to their own objects of state socialism and a
party dictatorship, but without them, as Lenin realised, they would have had no chance at all of
gaining the power they desired.

By the time of the October Revolution, the real social revolution had already been achieved in
the expropriation of private owners and the taking of the means of production by the producers
themselves. The October revolution merely gave governmental recognition to what had already
been achieved. But it did this in order to destroy that achievement. The Bolsheviks climbed to
power on the pretence of destroying the old State and establishing workers’ control of produc-
tion. In fact, they perpetuated the state as a means of consolidating their own power and began
very soon to destroy the workers’ control of production that already existed by bringing all the
functions of society under the control of the centralised Bolshevik state. The methods of treach-
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ery and coercion they used to this end are well known and, indeed, are admitted and condoned
by their own partisans on the grounds of political expediency.

Most of the Anarchists took part in the October Revolution under the impression that they
were really helping to precipitate the social revolution. Throughout Russia they took an active
part in the organisation of social services and food supplies to the cities, and in the expulsion
from power of the reactionary forces. As soon, however, as the Bolsheviks had consolidated their
control, they began to turn on their former allies, and the anarchists were the first to be attacked.
In April, 1918, the Anarchist headquarters inMoscowwas bombarded with artillery by the orders
of Trotsky. Many of the Anarchists were arrested and all Anarchist activities were forbidden. In
spite of this persecution, the Anarchists continued in their efforts for social, educational and eco-
nomic reconstruction, in the hope that the Revolution could continue in spite of the increasingly
authoritarian attitude of the Bolsheviks.

When theWhite interventionists attacked Russia, the Anarchists were foremost in their efforts
to repel them. During the advance of Yudenich on Petrograd, Shatov and his fellow anarchists
organised and led the workers out from the factories, an intervention which was decisive in sav-
ing Petrograd. But in this period the movement that was most important in defeating the White
invaders was that among the anarchist peasants of the Ukraine, organised by Nestor Makhno.
Makhno was a Ukrainian peasant who had become associated with the Anarchist movement just
after the Revolution of 1905. At seventeen he was involved in the assassination of a Tsarist police
captain, and for this was sentenced to death, which was afterwards commuted to imprisonment
for life. He spent a decade in a Moscow gaol and then, in February 1917, was released with the
other political prisoners and returned to his Ukrainian village of Gulyai Polye. His sufferings
had given him considerable prestige among the local peasantry, and he became the organiser
of the trade unions and the local soviet in his district. In August 1917, he led the peasants in
the expropriation of the landowners, some months before the Bolshevik decrees “legalising” the
accomplished facts.

At this time the Ukraine was a cockpit of conflicting parties. Firstly the Ukrainian National-
ists, under Petlura, attempted to set up a bourgeois reformist state. Early in 1918 the Red Armies
entered the Ukraine and put the Nationalists out of power. Petlura appealed to the German Au-
thorities, and in their turn the Red Armies were driven from the Ukraine. The Germans, however,
did not reinstate Petlura, but instead set up their own puppet Skoropadsky. This situation was
accepted by the Communists in the treaty of Brest Litovsk.
The peasants of the Ukraine fought back against the barbarity of the occupying armies and
formed themselves into bands to maintain their resistance. Makhno started to organise the peas-
ants of his district for guerrilla activity. Starting with a band of five men, he began a campaign
against all the enemies of peasant freedom, Germans and Austrians, Whites and bourgeois na-
tionalists. He soon gained many recruits, organised his men into mobile groups which conducted
surprise attacks and ambushes, and armed them with equipment captured from the opposing
forces. The peasants throughout southern Ukraine began to look towards these anarchist bands
as their saviours from oppression.

The retreat of the German troops at the end of 1918 left their dupe, Skoropadsky, without
any support, and his regime collapsed. For a short time Petlura managed to hold power in Kiev,
but he was soon displaced by the Red Armies. While this struggle was proceeding in the north;
the peasants of the south were organising free soviets in the country districts, and laying the
foundations of an anarchist communist society.
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Before long, however, the anarchists were faced by the danger of the White Armies under
Denikin, who, assisted with money and arms from the Allied powers, were advancing north into
the Ukraine. The guerrilla army succeeded in holding off the superior White forces from passing
further north into the body of Russia, but the Bolsheviks saw their success with jealousy and
feared the possibility of the Ukraine being held by an anarchist movement which had already
gained such prestige among the peasantry. As soon as they felt secure enough, therefore, they
declared Makhno an outlaw, and shot as many known anarchists as they could seize. Makhno, in
hiding, continued to fight a guerrilla action against the Whites. Without his assistance the Red
Armies were being pushed steadily out of the Ukraine, and at last Makhno decided to intervene.
He issued an appeal to the anarchists who had remained in the Red Army, and they immedi-
ately deserted their Bolshevik commanders and rejoined him in the south. They formed an army
of fifteen thousand men, and began another offensive against the Whites. They were, however,
very short of ammunition (even during the period of so-called alliance the Bolsheviks starved the
anarchists of war materials) and had to retreat, until eventually the anarchist columns were cor-
nered a hundred miles from the Romanian frontier. But, by means of a successful ruse, the White
army was routed. This action started the general withdrawal of the interventionist forces, which
proved the turning point of the civil war and, ironically, saved Russia not for the Revolution but
for the Bolshevik tyranny.

After Uman, the anarchists proceeded to free the Ukraine, taking by surprise the towns in the
interior which had not yet learnt of the events on the sea coast. They even took the industrial
centres of Ekaterinoslav and Alexandrovsk, and held them until typhus halved their effective
power and enabled the main White Army, retreating from the north, to dislodge them.

The Whites were followed by the Reds, and again Makhno had to face the Bolsheviks. The
Bolsheviks ordered the anarchist troops to the Polish frontier, but they refused to go, and fighting
broke out between the two armies, which lasted for nine months, and was carried on by the
Bolsheviks with the utmost brutality, including the execution of all prisoners.

This internecine struggle continued until, during the war between Russia and Poland, the
Whites, who had continued to hold the Crimea, advanced once more into the Ukraine. For a
time Makhno had to fight both the Bolsheviks and Wrangel, and it was not until the Polish war
took an unexpectedly bad turn that the former decided to serve their own ends by accepting
Makhno’s proposals for joint action.

An agreement was made in October 1920. Among its political clauses were undertakings on
the part of the Bolsheviks to set free all anarchists in prison and to allow freedom of press and
propaganda. Afurther clause, subject to ratification by the Moscow authorities, allowed tenta-
tively for the territory held by the anarchists to be granted “free organs of political and eco-
nomic self-government, in autonomous and federative connection, based on agreements with
the government organs of the Soviet Republic.” It is in accordance with Communist morals that
the last clause should never have been ratified, that the two former clauses should not have been
fulfilled, and that during the period of the “accord” with Makhno the persecution of anarchists
should have continued throughout Russia.

The campaign resulted in the rapid defeat of Wrangel, whose army was driven out of the
Ukraine, back into Crimea, and there was totally destroyed. Having used the anarchists for their
own salvation, the Bolsheviks now decided to remove the danger represented by the anarchist
forces and the free Soviets in the Ukraine.
The Red Armymoved into south Ukraine, and Makhno found himself once more an outlaw. Once

51



again he started a guerrilla campaign, but this time the forces against him were of greater numer-
ical superiority than before and had managed to detach him from his own district. In addition, his
own early success, together with the Tambov peasant revolt and the Kronstadt rising against the
Leninist tyranny (described in detail by Alexander Berkman and Anton Ciliga), had awakened
the Bolshevik leaders to the fact that they must make at least some concessions to the peasants if
they were to remain secure in power. They therefore instituted the New Economic Policy, which
placated many of the farmers and caused a split in the country districts, which robbed the anar-
chists of the solid body of support they could previously expect from the peasants.
Eventually in 1921, isolated with a tiny band of followers, Makhno was forced to fly south and
seek refuge in Romania. He was put in a concentration camp, from which he later escaped to
Poland, where he was again imprisoned. The Russians attempted to obtain his extradition, but
the Poles refused, and in 1923 Makhno was allowed to leave Poland. He went to Paris and there
lived in poverty and oblivion, until his death in 1934

Today, in Russia, his name is obscured and sullied by scandal, and the Anarchism he repre-
sented is driven into the recesses of men’s hearts by one of the cruellest oppressions in history.
But, when the governing class of Russia is destroyed in the revolution that will follow the present
war, the libertarian beliefs that owed so much to Russians and had so great an influence in the
1917 Revolution will certainly reappear.
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Chapter 11 The Spanish Revolution

THE COUNTRY IN which Anarchism became a great mass movement was Spain, where the
libertarian doctrine numbered its adherents is millions. And it was in Spain that Anarchismmade
at the same time its most dramatic appearance on the stage of history and its chief experiment
of a society based on the principles of freedom and mutual aid.

The working class movement in Spain commenced just over a hundred years ago, when, in
1840, a right was first granted to the workers to form associations, and Juan Munts, a weaver,
founded the first trade union among the textile workers of Barcelona.The trade union movement
spread to other industries, and by the 1850’s the government had become frightened at the spread
of working class organisation. They suppressed the union movement; as a result the first Span-
ish general strike was declared in 1855. The workers erected barricades in Barcelona and fought
the government troops under the banner Asociación ó Muerte. The strike and its accompanying
revolt failed because of their local character, and their defeat was followed by a ruthless and
long-standing ban on working class organisations, which nevertheless continued underground.
For a while the Spanish labour movement came under the influence of Proudhon’s ideas, ex-
pounded by Pi y Margall, whose ideas were federalist and reformist. He advocated the eventual
abolition of the state, but desired to attain this by gradual means, and was quite ready to hold
office in the Spanish republican governments. He was an anarchist in no real sense, but the lib-
ertarian element in his teaching was important in its influence on the Spanish labour movement,
and combined with the anti-centralist tendencies of the Spanish people and the communal ele-
ment in Spanish peasant life to make Spain peculiarly receptive to the anarchist doctrine.

Anarchism appeared in 1868, after the declaration of the first Spanish Republic, when Bakunin
appealed to the Spanish workers to join the First International and sent a delegation to preach
the doctrines then held by the anarchists. So many Spaniards responded that the Spanish fed-
eration was the strongest in the International, numbering some 80,000 members. The Spaniards
supported Bakunin in his struggle with the Marxists, and when he was expelled from the Interna-
tional they seceded and became a section of the Anarchist International.The Republic fell in 1874;
and the International was suppressed. But the Anarchists continued their work in underground
secret societies, carrying on their propaganda and issuing their periodicals during the years of
suppression.

In 1881 the ban on workers’ organisations was withdrawn, and the Spanish Workers’ Federa-
tion was founded and rapidly gained a large membership. The years that followed were marked
by periodical persecutions, of varying severity, but always of considerable brutality, both by the
State and by such terrorist bodies as the Camisas Blancas, through which the ruling class sought
to intimidate the revolutionaries by assassination and violence. Some of these acts of violence
on the part of the Spanish authorities were so inhuman that they aroused the anger of the mild
liberals of capitalist countries. Particularly notorious were the executions at Montjuich prison in
1893, and the judicial murder of the educationalist Francisco Ferrer in 1910.
After 1910 the Anarchist movement was able to reconstruct itself on a mass basis, embodying
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the idea of syndicalism as an important element both in the prosecution of the revolution and in
the construction of the revolutionary society. The C.N.T. (National Confederation of Labour) was
founded in 1911. Almost immediately its active leaders were thrown into prison, and the national
organisation was broken up. The local sections, however, continued to operate in secret, and in
1915 the C.N.T. was reconstructed. Meanwhile the Anarchists who had existed since 1893 only
in secret bodies, again in 1913 formed a public organisation, the Iberian Anarchist Federation,
which worked as the Anarchist propaganda organisation in conjunction with the C.N.T. as the
syndicalist organisation of the workers. The F.A.I. was never a large body, containing only the
active revolutionaries, while the C.N.T. was the mass organisation of the workers united in their
revolutionary syndicates.

By 1919 the C.N.T. had already more than a million members, and was by far the largest work-
ers’ organisation in Spain. In spite of violent repressions during the dictatorship of Primo de
Rivera, of general lockouts by the employers and the assassination of hundreds of syndicalists,
including Salvador Segui, the General Secretary, who was murdered in 1923, the movement car-
ried on its work and maintained its influence among the workers.

After the fall of the monarchy and the establishment of the Republic, the anarchist movement
continued to grow and to prepare for the social revolution. Its opportunity came in July 1936,
when the rising of the Fascist generals precipitated the revolution of theworkers and the crushing
of the coup d’etat in Barcelona, Madrid and the major portion of Spain.

The events of 1936 placed the Anarchist Movement in a position of peculiar importance and
opportunity, particularly in Catalonia, where the vast majority of the workers supported the An-
archist Unions.
An immediate and spontaneous movement arose in Catalonia for the expropriation of factories
and workshops by the workers, organised in syndicates, and parallel with this ran a movement
among the peasants for seizure of the land and the grouping of land holdings into agricultural
communes. The C.N.T. guided this movement and united the efforts of workers, peasants, tech-
nicians and intellectuals in the reconstruction of Catalonian economic life, but it cannot be too
much emphasised that the movement was based on the free initiative and co-operation of the
workers themselves. It is true that they did not ask permission of the factory owners before they
took over their plants (in any case a large proportion of the employers had fled into France or
Franco territory). But the organisation of the economic units was based entirely on voluntary
mutual co-operation, and the workers themselves took all decisions regarding both their own
working conditions and the output of their plant. Administration was by delegate (not represen-
tative) committees, who had always to refer back to their workers and none of whose decisions
were valid unless they had the approval of the workers. To avoid the creation of a new bureau-
cracy, these delegates and the few full-time officials were subject to recall to the workbench at
any time, and in any event were elected only for short periods.The personnel of the co-ordination
committee for the Barcelona transport service was changed twice in the first year of syndicalist
control. Moreover, there was no material gain from positions of responsibility, as the workers’
delegates were paid the recognised wages for their particular industry.
On the land the right of the small proprietor to retain his holding was respected. While three
quarters of the land became collectivised and cultivated on a co-operative basis by the peasants’
syndicates, a quarter remained in the hands of individual peasants — who were treated so fairly
that some were given extra land by the collectives to provide holdings adequate for the size of
their families.
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The peasant collectives were autonomous and settled for themselves all their internal affairs.
Their economic relations with society in general were arranged through the federations into
which their syndicates were grouped. Under collectivisation, not only was the peasant standard
of living raised, but technical improvements were made in agricultural methods — such as the in-
troduction of machinery and chemical fertilisers (often into districts where before they had been
unknown) which both increased the productivity of the land and reduced the labour necessary
for its cultivation. In many districts the harvests were increased by a third during the first year
of collective operation. Successful experiments were made in payment based on need, and many
Catalan and Aragonese syndicates paid the members according to their family responsibilities.

One of the most impressive achievements of the anarcho-syndicalists was the taking over and
working of the Catalonian railways by the railway workers. At the beginning of the Civil War
almost all the technical and directive staff, being foreigners, had left for the safety of less turbulent
lands. Nevertheless, the syndicates amalgamated the three railways and contrived to work and
maintain them to a higher efficiency than before, so that, not only were the obsolete rolling stock
and equipment renewed within the first year of operation, but also, for the first time in Spanish
history, punctual services were provided.

There were similar improvements in transport in Barcelona itself, where the various services,
including the buses, the tramways, the two underground railways and the two funicular rail-
ways, were taken over and administered by the transport workers in such a way, that, though
each enterprise was independent so far as its internal affairs were concerned, their activities
were co-ordinated by a central committee of delegates from each undertaking. The workshops
were modernised, heavy repairs previously done by outside contractors were carried out by the
transport workers, and new vehicles were built. Services were extended, and during the period
of collective administration the traffic was increased by 150%. A substantial general increase was
made in wages, but in spite of this fact and the higher cost of materials, fares were maintained
at a scale lower than any other in Europe.

Another organisation important in the social reconstruction of Catalonia was the Sanitary
Syndicate formed by the doctors, nurses, pharmacists and other persons concerned with the
public health. This body established doctors in every village in the province, set up clinics in
the country districts, and organised ambulance services so that peasants in the remotest villages
could be brought to the modernised hospitals operated by the syndicate.

The teachers’ syndicates ran the schools and modernised the entire educational system. Ac-
tors, musicians and other executants formed themselves into a Public Amusements Syndicate of
15,000 members who operated the theatres, concert halls, cinemas, etc., and raised the standard
of entertainment in cities and towns besides sending touring companies to the country districts.
The printing syndicates published a great mass of literature and achieved a standard of crafts-
manship equal to any in Europe, as those will appreciate who have examined the remarkable
books, posters and pamphlets they produced.

In Catalonia most of the industrial plants were operated through the syndicates, in almost
every case with increased efficiency, and many new factories were constructed by the building
syndicates and transferred to the syndicates controlling the industries concerned.

Nor was it in Catalonia merely that the anarchists attempted socialisation through the syndi-
cates. The extensive textile industry of Alcoy, the wood industry of Cuenca, the metal industries
of Castellon, were further cases in which theworkers took over their industries, with good results
in improved output, craftsmanship, working conditions and remuneration.
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The collectivisation of industries and agriculture in Catalonia proved beyond doubt the capabil-
ities of the Spanish workers to manage their own industries, and the good results accruing from
such management. Everywhere that authority was removed there seemed a new joy in working
for the foundation of a free and just society, and this new attitude towards the functional life
had its reflections in the increased production of manufactured goods and yield in crops, the im-
provement in the standard of craftsmanship and of technical method in almost every industry,
the provision of adequate transport services, the initiation for the first time in Spain of good or-
ganisations for public health and education, and, in general, the greater happiness and well-being
of the people concerned in these changes.

It must be remembered that all this was achieved not within a completely anarchist society,
but in a state structure within which there were strong authoritarian elements who regarded
the anarchist experiments with a hostility that increased as they proved successful. Communists
feared a practical disproof of their theories and foresaw a danger to any “proletarian” dictatorship
they might attempt to erect. The bourgeois Republican elements saw as great a danger to the
mitigated capitalism they hoped to establish at the end of the Civil War. In spite of the fact that
the Anarchists fought beside them and hadmade a temporary renunciation of some of their major
objectives inwhat theywere naive enough to believewas a common cause against totalitarianism,
their enemies within the Republican government and the Communist organisations used every
opportunity of vilifying them and of attempting to sabotage their social experiments. As the war
continued and the government was forced by its very nature to become more totalitarian and
more like the systems it claimed to be fighting, the inner campaign against the Anarchists was
accelerated. It was said that by attempting to establish a new social order during the Civil War
they were fiddling while Spain burnt and undermining the Spanish “war effort”. This argument
took no cognisance of the fact that the factories under the syndicalist system were the most
efficient and productive in Republican Spain.

At the beginning of the war, when the people rose against the Fascist generals, the state had
for a time virtually ceased to function in Spain. There was a shadow government, but its army
and its police had gone over to the Fascists, and the new army was at this time an army of
the people, whose soldiers, like the workers in the factories, carried on their action without any
regard to this insubstantial facade of a State. Unfortunately, however, both the Anarchists and the
Spanish populace regarded this Republican Government with too much contempt, and neglected
to disperse it at the beginning of the revolution. Later, some of the Anarchist leaders even went
so far against their principles as to join the Government for a short while and so create that mask
of unity behind which their own fall was planned.

The Republican elements in the government, powerless at first, set out to regain their authority,
and in this they were assisted by the gold of the Bank of Spain, which remained in their hands,
and by the enthusiastic aid of the Communist Party, which, at first a negligible party with little
influence, became gradually a focus for the petty bourgeois elements in Republican Spain and
proclaimed that the war must be fought not to gain the social revolution but merely, to preserve
a “liberal” capitalism.

The Government set about organising a new police force, which was armed with the best
equipment they could obtain. Later they started to turn the militia into a Popular Army, with a
hierarchy and a discipline like any other army. In this they were again assisted by the Commu-
nists, who formed an auxiliary police force and a propaganda service for the reactionary elements
in Spain.
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When arms reached Spain from Russia, they were used deliberately by the government and
the Communists to strengthen the power of the state and to sabotage the revolution. No arms
were given to the Anarchist militia on the Aragon front, who fought with out-of-date rifles and
little other equipment against the tanks and aeroplanes of the Italians and Germans. Instead, the
police, the Assault Guard, and the Communist sections of the Army were equipped with all the
modern equipment that could be obtained. The Government felt it more in its interests to crush
the revolution than to use all its forces against Franco.

Early in 1937 the manoeuvres against the syndicates commenced, and in May of that year the
trouble came to a head in Barcelona.The Communists attempted to seize the telephone exchange,
which was operated by the C.N.T. The Anarchists resisted, and the barricades were raised. For
nearly a week fighting went on in the town, until the Valencia authorities poured their crack
troops into the city and the Anarchists had to accept a poor compromise.

During the Maydays many anarchist militants were murdered by the Communists, including
the Italian Camillo Berneri, one of the best Anarchist theorists of our time. An excellent account
by a non-anarchist of the Maydays, exposing the machinations of the Communists, occurs in
George Orwell’s Homage to Catalonia.
After the Maydays the attack on the Anarchists continued. Those who had been foolish enough
to enter the government were ejected, and the authorities increased their pressure on the
syndicates in an attempt to bring the factories under State control. The Spanish Ogpu intensified
its campaign of imprisonment and assassination. And Lister, who was sent to Aragon at the
head of a Communist column; with the ostensible purpose of assuming the offensive on that
front; occupied himself in breaking up the peasant collectives.
Thus Franco only completed the destruction of the anarcho-syndicalist experiments already
weakened by the attacks of the so-called “revolutionary” government. The failure of anarchist
social reconstruction to survive in its one practical demonstration was due, not to intrinsic
faults, but to outside circumstances mostly beyond the control of the anarchists themselves. In
spite of the destruction of all they had built, the Spanish anarchists proved in practice what the
theorists have expounded in ideas. They showed that men could be free and yet at the same time
voluntarily submit themselves to an order without authority that would provide more (both
quantitatively and qualitatively) of the necessities of life and ensure a more just distribution of
these necessities.
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Chapter 12 Epilogue

IN THE COURSE of the preceding chapters I have made certain references to the present
world situation, as seen by the anarchist, and the object of the final chapter is to recapitulate
these references in the form of a brief outline of the position maintained regarding the war, by
the main body of anarchist opinion.
War springs not from the nature of man, but from the nature of the forms of society under which
the majority of men live. Man is not by nature addicted to war; this fact is confirmed by the life of
the surviving tribes which represent primitive man in the modern world, such as the Eskimos, to
whomwar is unknown not only in fact, but even in thought and language. In a society that is free,
equalitarian and just, there is no reason for war, and human societies have become disinclined
towards war insofar as they have approached such an anarchic form.

There are currently a number of theories regarding the causes of the war. There are the official
theories that it is caused through the perfidy of certain German politicians, which tend now to
merge in the stranger theory that it was caused through the perfidy of the whole German people.
There is the theory that it sprang from some imperfection in the moral outlook of mankind in
general, and the religious extension of this theory that it is a judgment of God on these same
moral imperfections. There is the theory that it rises necessarily from the internal stresses of
Fascism.

There are also thewidespread economic theories, which take various forms according to the po-
litical position of their advocates. Some theorists, including the apologists for the fascist powers,
talk of the existence of ‘have ’and ‘have not’ countries, countries possessing lebensraum (“living
space” -ed.) and countries too crowded to ‘be able to hold and feed their peoples, and blame the
‘have’ countries for not parting with their colonies and markets in order to satisfy the needs of
the ‘have not’ countries. Currency fanatics blame the war on national, international, or Semitic
finance. The majority of socialists blame the capitalist system of production, with its imperialist
and expansionist tendencies, which results in a struggle for markets and empires between the
various capitalist imperialisms and ends, after the failure of other political methods of struggle,
in open war to conquer by physical force the right to exploit the markets of the world.

In almost all of these theories there is an element of truth. The perfidy of German politicians
certainly played its part in the inception of the war — but so also did the perfidy of the English
politicians who helped their former rivals to power and the Russian politicians who agreed at
the outset to grant them the hegemony of Western and Central Europe. The fact that the German
people failed to resist the actions of their politicians was also a contributory cause of the war, but
so also were the actions against the German people of the Allied governments after 1918, which
gave Hitler the excuses by which he was able to lead his dupes.
The theory concerning the wrath of God is somewhat ridiculous, but it is true that almost all the
bourgeoisie and large sections of the workers in the larger countries have beenmorally corrupted
by the standards of a money society and tend to support, from a desire for personal aggrandise-
ment, the actions of the ruling classes.
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It is true that fascism, alias totalitarianism, alias the union of the centralised state and
monopoly capitalism in one monstrous body, is, at least in its present form, forced to use war in
order to survive — a manner of keeping alive which is ultimately suicidal. But a corollary of this
is also true, namely, that a country at war under modern conditions is bound sooner or later to
adopt a totalitarian economic and political structure — as England and America are doing today.
A totalitarian society is, as we have seen, one in which war is a necessary and perpetual factor;
therefore the countries which set out to fight fascism by military means themselves attain the
fascist need for a war structure which is likely to persist and cause the recurrence of wars until
an economic and political collapse, opening the way for the social revolution, bringing the end
of such a society.

There is a measure of truth in all the economic theories. The greed of the older imperialisms in
wishing to retain the empires they had gained and their concern at the threat which totalitarian
hegemonies in Europe, Africa and Asia would present to their own future markets were in fact
among the major causes of the war. The machinations of financiers of all kinds also hastened the
appearance of the war on the political horizon. The socialists in particular are right in criticising
capitalist society, and in pointing out its imperialist and expansionist tendencies that lead even-
tually and inevitably to great wars such as the two that have laid waste the present century in
the growth of man.

But they are wrong in assuming that a change in the economic system would alone suffice to
cure the evil of recurrent war. War, as these various theorists have contended, is due to economic,
psychological and moral causes. But it is due also to political causes, and by this I do not mean the
political failings of particular countries, ideologies or politicians, but the principle of domination
and government that underlies the political system of every civilised country in the world today.

This error arises partly from their misunderstanding of the nature of modern societies, and
partly from their misunderstanding of the nature of the present war. The anarchist criticism of
modern society has been elaborated in earlier chapters. Here I will deal briefly with the anarchist
view of the nature of the present war.
This war is regarded by almost all those who support it, and by many who oppose it, as a hor-
izontal conflict between two groups of states, either, according to the supporters of the war, to
establish the advantage of justice over injustice, right over evil, or, according to its opponents, to
gain the political and economic hegemony of certain parts of the world, Europe, Asia, etc. Some,
even, combine these two attitudes by admitting the selfish ends of the governments on both sides,
but by contending at the same time that the governments of the allied powers represent a better
form of society and should therefore be supported, in spite of their admitted shortcomings. Most
of the intelligentsia justify their compromise with the government by such poor sophistry. Their
attitude is demonstrated in all its ineptitude in Day Lewis’s poem, “Where are the War Poets?”
which represents the inner weakness of so many of his generation.

They who in panic or mere greed Enslaved religion, markets, laws, Borrow our language now
and bid Us to speak in freedom’s cause.

It is the logic of our times, No subject for immortal verse, That we who lived by honest dreams
Defend the Bad against the Worse.

That the English intellectuals lived by ‘dreams’ is true enough, even if one may sometimes
have doubted their honesty. That they still live by dreams is equally evident.

The dream nature of their world is shown most clearly, in this fallacious view of the war as a
struggle between the two sets of powers whose rulers have differing attitudes to the idea of free-
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dom. Germany, Italy, Japan, Romania, Hungary; etc., are fighting for slavery; England, America,
Russia, China, and all the ridiculous collections of waxworks who form the puppet governments
without states are fighting for freedom. In their statements, if not in their thoughts, it is as simple
as that. The entire superficiality of this attitude is seen simply by comparing the leaders of the
‘democratic’ powers with those of the ‘Fascist’ powers, or, alternatively, by comparing the ten-
dency of social development in England with that in Germany. Or, again, one might ask why the
politicians who champion the freedom of the Poles are so stubborn in refusing it to the Indians.

The answers are simple, even for dreamers. Mr. Churchill and Mr. Bevin differ only in degree
and not in kind from Herr Hitler and Dr. Ley. All four are concerned to destroy the liberty of the
individual, as their actions tell more truly than their speeches. The tendency of social develop-
ment in England is, as was demonstrated by Burnham in The Managerial Revolution, identically
similar to that in Germany, i.e. towards the consolidation of the state long prophesied by the
anarchists and now manifested in the fusion of economic and political control, and the seizure
of that control by a new ruling class of state and industrial managers.

The answer to the third question is that the rulers of England and America are, in fact, no more
interested in the freedom of the Polish people than they are in the freedom of the Indian people.
Theymerely want to use the Poles and a new Polish state in the destruction of German hegemony
in Europe and the establishment of their own. As they already hold the power in India, there is
no object in giving anything away to the Indians.
In fact, the conflict between groups of national states is the less important aspect of this war.
What matters is not that England is fighting Germany, or America fighting Japan, that the Nazis
are oppressing the Poles or the British sahibs oppressing the Indians. These in themselves are
terrible facts, but expressed in this way they do not represent the real nature of the war. What is
real to the workers, to individual men and women outside the privileged classes, is the manner
in which the war is being used in a counter-revolutionary manner to strengthen authority and
crush freedom in every country in the world. The significant war is not in reality the horizontal
one between England and Germany, but the vertical one between the rulers of England, Germany,
Russia, America, on one side, and on the other side the ruled throughout the world.

This real war can be seen in the steady and cumulative attack on the liberties of the individual,
on the rights and conditions of the workers of every degree. This we can best observe in our
own country, where the freedom of the people has been reduced to a very small fraction of the
already limited freedom we enjoyed in the days of peacetime capitalism. It is true that in the
more obvious respects there is slightly more liberty in England and America than in the Axis
countries. But, under the pressure of total war and the consolidation of the state machine, the
divergence in this respect between the two opposing sets of powers is becoming less real. Eng-
land and America preserve a greater show of liberty in order to justify is some small degree the
illusion that they are fighting for democracy. In this way they are the victims of a dilemma of,
on one side, their declared purpose and, on the other, their real purpose and the methods they
must use to encompass it. It is significant that their ally Russia, which has lived under a pseudo-
Socialist dictatorship for a quarter of a century, does not need to make any such show of liberty.
When the people have never enjoyed even a fragment of the substance, they are not likely to be
influenced a great deal by the absence of the shadow.
In reality the existence of a little liberty in this country means almost nothing. What matters is
that the principle of bureaucratic dictatorship now governs this country. Legally the representa-
tives of the state can, as sergeants in the last war used to say, do anything with a man short of
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getting him with child. The individual has no rights; Habeas Corpus is dead mutton. At present it
is convenient and practicable for our bureaucratic rulers to allow us to retain certain of the liber-
ties of capitalist democracy. When events render this position inconvenient for them to maintain,
they will not hesitate to make the English state in all its aspects as ruthless as the German.

Against this tendency towards the breaking of all liberties and the political and economic en-
slavement of theman to the state warmachine, a spontaneous resistance is already arising among
the workers. The regulations which interfere with normal daily life tend more and more to be
disregarded, by ordinary people as well as by self-conscious revolutionaries. The police courts
are working overtime on offences against regulations which have only existed since the begin-
ning of the war, and even the government admits that the prisons contain twice their pre-war
population — not counting the thousands in internment camps and in the overcrowded military
glasshouses.

But the most significant resistance begins to appear now in the industrial field, which is the
Achilles heel of the state. In spite of the illegality of strikes in wartime, the workers are in fact
taking direct action in many instances where their liberties or working conditions are attacked.
There have been strikes among munitions workers, aircraft workers, dockers, and miners in all
parts of the country. All the strikes that are takings place do not reach the attention of the pub-
lic through the press, and there are many other unpublicised methods of economic attack that
the workers are putting into use against their bureaucratic masters. The disgruntled miners, for
instance, have, in spite of all the personal appeals of Churchill and his lackeys of the Labour and
Communist Parties, reduced the per man output of coal in almost every pit in the country.

The class struggle is reaching a dynamic phase as the war situation continues and war organ-
isation becomes more highly developed. The resistance of the workers increases and, while the
employers and the state may for the time being give small concessions in an endeavour to placate
them, the necessity of their situation will in the end force them to increase their pressure on the
workers and so produce an ever-deepening resistance on the part of the oppressed.

This struggle between the classes is, as I have said, the real war on whose outcome depends
the liberty of mankind. Whether the Allies defeat Germany or Germany defeats the Allies will
not matter a great deal to the workers, in the long run at any rate. The choice of Churchill or
Hitler is merely the choice between two masters of slightly differing brutality, but equal rapacity.
On the other hand, it matters a great deal to mankind whether the ruling class or the workers are
successful in the war of classes that exists between them. The solution of the social problem is
the only way to solve the other problems, such as war, which are dependent upon it. The society
in which we live will inevitably produce war, by reason of the economic and political stresses
inherent in its structure. To solve the social problem the only means that can be efficient and
complete in its operation is the social revolution, which overthrows authority, class and property,
destroys the wages system and money relationships, and ends the state and every other form of
the domination of man by man. Until then, there can be no better world, no perpetual peace, no
increase in freedom, whether social or economic, and no guarantee of that economic security
without which the worker cannot be truly free or the intellectual, artist or scientist develop to
fulfilment.

I do not state that such a social revolution is imminent. But I do contend that there is a general
trend in social affairs towards a revolutionary situation, in the maturing of which this war is but
an incident. The oppositions of the class struggle are becoming daily more clear, and there is a
growing realisation among men of all kinds that the social choice before them is not one between
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two forms of authoritarian society, such as democracy and Fascism, but between authority in any
form and the completely free society of anarchy. Society in its evolution is moving towards one
of those sudden breakings of the dams of oppression when social development leaps forward in
the flood of revolution.

When the true social revolution comes, it will not be an insurrection made by trained revolu-
tionaries. The revolutionaries will take part in it, but the people will make it out of their angers
and their needs. The revolutionary will not direct their deeds; his sole function will be to clarify
their ideas, to keep before their eyes the nature of the goal to which they struggle, and to warn
them of the dangers of re-erecting the institutions of power they have overthrown.

That is the role of the anarchist. When anarchy rises from the ruins of the state his task is
finished, and he becomes one among the individuals living in the growing body of the free society.
Until then he must struggle by example and teaching to imprint the doctrines of freedom so
clearly on the minds of men that, even were all the anarchists slaughtered, society would still
move on to anarchy.

On the 11th November, 1887, August Spies, standing on a Chicago scaffold with the rope round
his neck and the cloth over his face, spoke to his murderers. “Therewill be a timewhen our silence
will be more powerful than the voices you strangle today”. He spoke the message of anarchism
to the rulers of the world.

62



Appendix

Principles of Revolutionary Syndicalism
adopted by the International Congress of Revolutionary Syndicalists at Berlin, at Berlin,
December, 1922.

I
REVOLUTIONARY Syndicalism basing itself on the class-war, aims at the union of all manual

and intellectual workers in economic fighting organisations struggling for their emancipation
from the yoke of wage slavery and from the oppression of the State. Its goal consists in the re-
organisation of social life on the basis of Free Communism, by means of the revolutionary action
of the working-class itself. It considers that the economic organisations of the proletariat are
alone capable of realising this aim, and, in consequence, its appeal is addressed to workers in their
capacity of producers and creators of social riches, in opposition to the modern political labour
parties which can never be considered at all from the points of view of economic re-organisation.

II
REVOLUTIONARY Syndicalism is the confirmed enemy of every form of economic and so-

cial monopoly, and aims at its abolition by means of economic communes and administrative
organs of field and factory workers on the basis of a free system of councils, entirely liberated
from subordination to any Government or political party. Against the politics of the State and
of parties it erects the economic organisation of labour; against the Government of men, it sets
up the management of things. Consequently, it has not for its object the conquest of political
power, but the abolition of every State function in social life. It considers that, along with the
monopoly of property, should disappear also the monopoly of domination, and that any form of
the State, including the form of the “dictatorship of the proletariat” will always be the creator of
new monopolies and new privileges: it could never be an instrument of liberation.

III
THEDOUBLETASK of, Revolutionary Syndicalism is as follows: on the one hand it pursues the

daily revolutionary struggle for the economic, social and intellectual improvement of theworking
class within the framework of existing society. On the other hand its ultimate goal is to raise the
masses to the independent management of production and distribution, as well as to the transfer
into their own hands of all the ramifications of social life. It is convinced that the organisation
of an economic system, resting on the producer and built up from below upwards, can never be
regulated by Governmental decrees, but only by the common action of all manual and intellectual
workers in every branch of industry, by the running of factories by the -producers themselves
in such a way that each group, workshop or branch of industry, is an autonomous section of the
general economic organisation, systematically developing production and -distribution in the
interests of the entire community in accordance with a well determined plan and on the basis of
mutual agreements.

IV
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REVOLUTIONARY Syndicalism is opposed to every centralist tendency and organisation,
which is but borrowed from the State and the Church, and which stifles methodically every
spirit of initiative and every independent, thought. Centralists is an artificial organisation from
top to bottom, which hands over en bloc to a handful of men, the regulation of the affairs of a
whole community. The individual becomes, therefore, nothing but an automaton directed and
moved from above. The interests of the community yield place to the privileges of a few, variety
is replaced by uniformity: personal responsibility by a soulless discipline; real education by a
veneer. It is for this reason that Revolutionary Syndicalism advocates federalist organisation;
that is to say, an organisation, from below upwards, of a free union of all forces on the basis of
common ideas and interests.

V
REVOLUTIONARY Syndicalism rejects all parliamentary activity and all co-operation with

legislative bodies. Universal suffrage; on however wide a basis, cannot bring about the disap-
pearance of the flagrant contradictions existing in the very bosom of modern society; the parlia-
mentary system has but one object, viz., to lend the appearance of legal right to the reign of lies
and social injustice, to persuade slaves to fix the seal of the law onto their own enslavement.

VI
REVOLUTIONARY Syndicalism rejects all arbitrarily fixed political land national frontiers,

and it sees in nationalism nothing else but the religion of the modern State, behind which are
concealed the material interests of the possessing classes. It recognises only regional differences,
and demands for every group the right of self determination in harmonious solidarity with all
other association’s of an economic, territorial or national order.

VII
IT IS FOR THESE same reasons that Revolutionary Syndicalism opposes militarism in all its

forms, and considers anti-militarist propaganda as one of themost important tasks in the struggle
against the present system. In the first instance, it urges individual refusal of military service, and
especially, organised boycott against the manufacture of war material.

IIX
REVOLUTIONARY Syndicalism stands on the platform of direct action, and supports all strug-

gles which are not in contradiction with its aims, viz., the abolition of economic monopoly and of
the domination of the State. The methods of fight are the strike, the boycott, sabotage, etc. Direct
action finds its most pronounced expression in the general strike which, at the same time, from
the point of view of Revolutionary Syndicalism, ought to be the prelude to the social revolution.

IX
ALTHOUGH enemies of all forms of organised violence in the hands of any Government, the

Syndicalists do not forget that the decisive struggle between the Capitalism of to-day and the
Free Communism of to-morrow, will not take place without serious collisions. They recognise
violence, therefore, as a means of defence against the methods of violence of the ruling classes, in
the struggle of the revolutionary people for, the expropriation of the means of production and of
the land. Just as this expropriation cannot be commenced and carried to a successful issue except
by the revolutionary economic organisation of the workers, so also the defence of the revolution
should be in the hands of these economic organisations, and not in those of the military or other
organisations operating outside the economic organs.

X
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IT IS ONLY in the revolutionary economic organisations of the working class that is to be
found the power able to carry out its emancipation as well as the creative energy necessary for
the reorganisation of society on the basis of Free Communism.
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Drive I.C.E. Out! Shut the Detention Centers! Return the Kids! Let Refugees In!

Set Them Free, Let Them Stay!

Regional War Looms in Middle East

continued on page 3

JUNE 28 – As illusions of “peace” spread 
over the Korean peninsula as a result of a 
vague agreement reached by U.S. presi-
dent Donald Trump and North Korean 
leader Kim Jong Un at a June  12 summit 
in Singapore, tensions are building on the 
other side of Asia. The stage is being set 
for regional war in the Middle East. On 
May 8, Donald Trump withdrew from the 
so-called Iran nuclear deal, making good 
on one of his chief campaign promises 
and cementing an alliance with the Zionist 
militarists and Saudi war hawks.  The hard-
line anti-Iran policy outlined in the U.S. 
National Security Strategy (18 December 
2017) was spelled out at the February 2018 
Munich Security Conference, where U.S. 
National Security Adviser H.R. McMaster 
declared that “now is…the time to…coun-
ter Iran’s destabilizing activities, including 
its development and proliferation of mis-
siles – and its support for terrorist proxies 

Defend Syria and Iran Against Imperialist Attack! 

For an Arab/Hebrew Palestinian Workers State in a Socialist Federation of the Middle East

and militias that fuel destructive conflicts 
across the greater Middle East.”  

Three weeks earlier, on April 14, the 
U.S. and its NATO partners Britain and 
France launched a missile attack on Syria, 
targeting two empty warehouses and Syria’s 
Pharmaceutical and Chemical Industries Re-
search Institute, which produced cancer drugs 
in short supply because of imperialist sanc-
tions. The attack was billed as a response to 
an alleged chemical weapons attack on April 
7 by the Syrian government against civilians 
in Douma, a suburb of Damascus which was 
on the verge of being taken back from the 
arch-jihadist Jaysh al Islam (Army of Islam). 
Phony allegations of chemical weapons use 
by the regime of Bashar al Assad are cooked 
up by the U.S./NATO imperialists and their 
proxies in Syria whenever the Assad govern-
ment is on the cusp of a significant advance, 
and these recent allegations were no different. 
The Internationalist Group mobilized imme-

diately, and within two 
hours of the announce-
ment of the bombing, 
held a protest outside 
Trump Tower in Man-
hattan. 

Then on May 14, 
the U.S. State Depart-
ment officially relocat-
ed its embassy in Israel 
from Tel Aviv to Jeru-
salem. The process 
began last December 
as the Trump admin-
istration recognized 
Jerusalem as the capi-
tal of Israel, a brazen 
provocation against 
the Palestinian people, 
who also claim Jeru-
salem as their capital, 

Internationalist photo

For Workers Action to Stop Deportations

continued on page 2
Internationalist contingent at April 15 NYC rally against 
U.S. /NATO imperialist bombing of Syria.

Internationalist photo

Democrats, Republicans – Enemies of Immigrants 
Build a Revolutionary Workers Party!

After a tidal wave of outrage, on June 
20 Donald Trump was forced to make 
an about-face on his grotesque policy of 
stealing immigrant children from their 
parents. Instead, he issued an executive 
order to hold entire families in cages in 
abandoned warehouses and on army bases. 
This only served to intensify the protests. 

Soon inter-agency squabbles broke out in 
the White House with officials saying they 
didn’t have the resources to handle the im-
migrants being arrested in droves under 
Trump’s “zero tolerance” policy. 

So five days later, the administration 
backed down again, as the top border con-
trol official announced that the agency had 
temporarily stopped handing over immi-
grants with children for prosecution. But 
this didn’t stop the xenophobic president 
from once more going on the rampage, 
threatening to simply throw immigrants 
out of the country in blatant violation of 
their right to due process. Meanwhile, the 
stolen children have not been returned, 
thousands of youths are still being jailed, 
and toddlers are being ordered into court 
alone for deportation hearings.

There must be no illusions that the 
immigrant-bashing president and his child-
snatching Border Patrol and Immigration and 
Customs Enforcement (I.C.E.) have been 
stopped. Nor should anyone think that elect-
ing Democrats in November will bring relief 
to the more than 15 million undocumented 
immigrants living in fear in the United States, 
or to the desperate refugees camped out 
along the border. The monstrous deportation 
machine being used by Republican Trump 

was built for him by Democrat Obama, who 
threw a record 8+ million people out of the 
U.S. during his administration. 

Both capitalist parties are enemies of 
immigrants. It is up to the working class 

together with black, Latino and other op-
pressed sectors to mobilize our power 
to wage a class war against the war on 
immigrants. The Internationalist Group 

FULL CITIZENSHIP RIGHTS FOR ALL IMMIGRANTS! Internationalist Group 
and Revolutionary Internationalist Youth demonstrate outside I.C.E. jail in 
New York City, June 21.

June 26 NYC demonstration against 
Supreme Court decision upholding 
Trump ban on immigrants from seven 
predominantly Muslim countries.
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and a gift to hard-line Zionist expansionists 
who vow to cement Israeli control of Arab 
East Jerusalem which Israel has occupied 
since the 1967 war that seized the West Bank. 
Meanwhile, as Prime Minister Benjamin Ne-
tanyahu, along with Trump daughter Ivanka 
and son-in-law Jared Kushner celebrated the 
embassy dedication ceremony in Jerusalem, 
Israeli Army snipers were picking off peace-
ful protesters inside Gaza, who had been 
gathered near the border for a protest cam-
paign commemorating the Naqba (Arabic 
for “catastrophe”), the 80th anniversary of 
the 1948 expulsion of hundreds of thousands 
of Palestinian Arabs from what is now Israel. 

At least 129 Palestinians were killed 
in this latest case of Zionist mass murder, 
and thousands were wounded, many of 
them children. With North Korea on the 
backburner (for now), the U.S. and NATO 
imperialists have their gunsights trained on 
Iran, and things are moving rapidly. The re-
cent withdrawal of the U.S. from the United 
Nations Human Rights council, under the 
pretext of “bias against Israel,” is a signal 
that any humanitarian pretenses will be 
dropped if the U.S. and its allies Israel and 
Saudi Arabia decide to attack Iran directly 
while hitting Iranian-led militias in Syria. 
Recalling the messy Balkan Wars (between 
competing nationalists against the Austro-
Hungarian and Ottoman empires) that trig-
gered World War I, the imperialist powers 
believe they have everything under control. 
But one wrong move, one misfired bullet, 
and the entire region could blow up. In the 
face of this looming catastrophe, Trotskyists 
call for working-class mobilization interna-
tionally to defeat the imperialist/Zionist and 
Saudi monarchist warmongers on the road 
to region-wide socialist revolution. 

Defend Syria Against U.S./
NATO Attack – Drive the 

Imperialists Out!
In Syria, the Assad government has been 

consolidating its hold. After a two-month of-
fensive to reclaim the Damascus suburb of 
Eastern Ghouta from the Saudi-backed Jaysh 
al Islam jihadists, the regime declared victory 
on April 14. There was widespread jubilation 
in the Syrian capital. While denouncing the 
regime’s indiscriminate bombing of heavily 
populated areas, the imperialist press hardly 
mentioned the incessant rocket attacks by the 
Islamist “rebels” on the civilian population 
of Damascus. Five days later, government 
forces began an offensive to retake the Yar-
mouk Palestinian refugee camp, which has 
been under the control of the Islamic State 
since 2015. The I.S. was completely driven 

out and on May 21 the camp was declared 
fully under government control. The regime 
is now making advances in Daraa, the last 
rebel enclave in southwest Syria, on the bor-
der of Jordan and the Israeli-occupied Golan 
Heights. In exchange for Israeli acquiescence 
to Assad’s offensive, Russia brokered a deal 
excluding Iranian-backed forces from the 
Daraa operations. This pact, however, can 
break down at any moment, as Israel has al-
ready fired U.S.-supplied Patriot missiles at 
Syrian government drones in the area. 

Meanwhile Turkey has consolidated 
its position in northwest Syria, after its anti-
Kurdish “Operation Olive Branch” launched 
in January and completed in late March. Tur-
key’s president Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, who 
just consolidated his bonapartist rule with a 
plebiscitary “election,”   dispatched 25,000 
fighters of the “Free Syrian Army” (FSA) 
backed by Turkish tanks and heavy artillery, 
to seize the district of Afrin from the Kurdish 
YPG (People’s Protection Unit). The FSA is 
a fictitious creation for Western consumption 
covering a hodgepodge of Turkish-backed 
Arab and Turkmen Islamist gangs. Its main 
component, the Failaq al Sham (Syrian Le-
gion), claimed to be fighting to “regain six-
teen Arab towns and villages” from the YPG. 
(While Afrin city was majority Kurdish, the 
surrounding countryside was largely Arab.) 
This claim was merely an excuse to unleash 
a pogrom against Kurds throughout the area. 
Amnesty International reports that scores of 
civilians were killed by Turkish shelling as 
FSA fighters looted villages and executed 
Kurdish civilians. “This is about revenge” 
said a former rebel fighter quoted by The 
Washington Post (7 March).  

Erdoğan threatened to extend his Afrin 
campaign into Manbij, where the U.S. has 
military “advisors” on the ground directing 
YPG-controlled Syrian Defense Forces. In 

response, the U.S. local commander, Lt.-
Gen. Paul Funk, warned “you hit us, we 
will respond aggressively,” to which the 
Turkish strong man blustered that Funk had 
“clearly never got the Ottoman slap.” In 
early March, tough guy Erdoğan threatened 
a full-scale invasion of Kurdish-controlled 
territory: “Today we are in Afrin, tomorrow 
we will be in Manbij, the day after we will 
be east of the Euphrates to clean up all ter-
rorists all the way to the border of Iraq.” It 
appeared that Washington was faced with 
the choice of either backing their most reli-
able foot soldiers against Islamic State (the 
Kurdish YPG), or facing off against NATO 
ally Turkey. But as we warned in 2014, at 
the outset of U.S. intervention in Syria: 

“The U.S. and European imperialists will 
never accept Kurdish independence, or 
even real autonomy in northern Syria… 
That would threaten the Ottoman 
ambitions of the Islamist Erdoğan and 
the Turkish nationalism of the [Turkish] 
army. And NATO Turkey is a linchpin 
for Western imperialist domination of 
the Middle East.”
–“For Workers Action to Defeat 
Barack Obama’s Iraq/Syria War,” The 
Internationalist No. 38 (November-
December 2014).
So on June 4 the U.S. imperialists threw 

the YPG under the bus at a meeting in Wash-
ington between Turkish Foreign Minister 
Mevlut Cavusoglu and U.S. Secretary of 
State Mike Pompeo. Under the agreement, 
the YPG would withdraw from Manbij on 
July 4, and U.S. and Turkish forces would 
begin jointly conducting security patrols. The 
YPG, however, has also been cooperating 
with the Syrian government under the table. 
Its announced departure from the area west 
of the Euphrates has Assad worried about a 
NATO-occupied bloc in the north and east 
of Syria without the YPG counterweight. 
So not long after the U.S./Turkey deal was 
announced, a pro-government militia, the 
newly-formed Popular Resistance in Manbij, 
vowed to resist: “the people of Manbij made 
up of Arab, Kurdish and Turkmen tribes, will 
not allow the presence of any foreign invad-
er, be it Turkish, American or French.”

Throughout the multisided sectarian 
civil war, much of the Western left has ral-
lied around a non-existent “Syrian Revolu-
tion.” The International Socialist Organiza-
tion (ISO) peddled the lie of a “moderate” 
Syrian rebel opposition for years, obscuring 
the fact that almost all the militias fighting 
against the Assad regime from 2011 on are 
hard-line Islamists, hell-bent on establish-
ing Sharia law and eager to take money 
and arms from the U.S./NATO imperialists 

to achieve that goal. The very few armed 
groups that were not jihadists were just 
criminal gangs. The so-called “rebels” have 
no compunctions about committing atroci-
ties against any ethnic or religious group 
deemed “infidels” or “apostates.” But the 
social-democratic ISO has a long history of 
supporting imperialist-backed Islamic reac-
tion going back to the mujahedeen fighting 
the Soviet army in Afghanistan – all in the 
name of anti-communism. 

The ISO and other assorted “State De-
partment socialists” have repeatedly lament-
ed that the U.S. has not been doing enough 
to help the Islamist gangs in Syria, even as 
they condemn so-called “Russian imperial-
ism.” (These political heirs of Tony Cliff, 
who claimed that the Soviet bureaucrati-
cally degenerated workers state was “state 
capitalist,” previously denounced “Soviet 
imperialism.”) We have refuted the claim 
that post-Soviet Russia, a regional capitalist 
power, is “imperialist” in “The Bugbear of 
‘Russian Imperialism’” (The International-
ist No. 40, Summer 2015). But behind their 
vituperation, the social-democratic cheer-
leaders for the fake “Syrian Revolution” 
have more sinister goals. Following the lead 
of Democratic Party war hawk Hillary Clin-
ton, they want to provoke an imperialist at-
tack on Russian forces that could trigger a 
full-scale regional or even world war:

“Although claiming to oppose U.S. 
imperial aims, the ISO repeats Syrian 
‘rebel’ complaints that ‘promised military 
aid from U.S. and European governments 
has never included the kind of heavy 
weapons, like anti-aircraft batteries, that 
would help them confront the Syrian 
military and now Russian warplanes’.” 
– “Flashpoint Syria: Russian Intervention 
and Imperialist Aggression,” The 
Internationalist No. 42 (January-
February 2016).
Given its support for the imperialist-

armed and financed Syrian “rebels,” its no 
surprise that the ISO was absent from the 
April 16 NYC demonstration denouncing the 
U.S. attack on Syria. In an article by ISOer 
Ashley Smith, the group condemned the 
antiwar left as supporting “imperialist pow-
ers like China and Russia and dictatorships 
like Assad’s merely because they oppose the 
U.S.” In a modern-day take on the Cliffite 
slogan “neither Washington nor Moscow,” 
Smith writes “the old left slogan ‘the main 
enemy is at home’ is being used as a cover 
for refusing to extend solidarity to those 
struggling against tyranny.” During the anti-
Soviet Cold War, this “Third Camp” position 
placed them in the imperialist camp. Today, 
the ISO sides with anti-Russia warmongers 
and takes aim at the Chinese bureaucratically 
deformed workers state just as Trump esca-
lates his trade war against Beijing. 

At least the social-democratic camp fol-
lowers of imperialism are consistent. But in 
response to the U.S. missile attack on Syria, 
the Spartacist League calls for “all imperialist 
forces” and “regional powers” out of Syria – 
including not only Israel and Turkey, but also 
Iran and Russia, the mainstays of the Assad 
regime (Workers Vanguard, 20 April 2018). 
Evidently, for the SL, like the ISO, the main 
enemy is not at home, as nowhere in this ar-
ticle does it call for defense of Syria against 
imperialism, or for the defeat of imperialist 
forces in Syria. (In addition to the missile 
strikes, there are more than 4,000 U.S. troops 
“in country” in Syria.) In fact, now that the 
Islamic State has been largely defeated, the 
SL has quietly dropped its former line “tak-

continued on page 4

Peaceful Palestinian demonstrators flee murderous Zionist sniper fire.
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Internationalists Mobilize Against I.C.E. Gestapo

Locals of the Internationalist Group mobilized coast-to-coast to protest Gestapo-like attacks by the Immigration and Customs Enforcement police. Left: 
IG and Transport Workers Against Deportations at Los Angeles protest against I.C.E. separation of children from parents, June 14. Center: New England 
IG organized protest in Nashua, New Hampshire, June 18, to demand “I.C.E. Out of Bus Stations Now!” Right: Internationalist Group and Class Struggle 
Workers – Portland at OccupyICE PDX camp, June 20. For workers action to smash the capitalist deportation machine Obama built for Trump!

Internationalist photos

Set Them Free...
continued from page 1

demands set them free, let them stay. We 
call for mass worker/immigrant mobili-
zation in the streets to block deportations 
and to demand that the concentration 
camps housing immigrants be closed. We 
say: Stop the detentions! Return the chil-
dren to their parents! Let the refugees in! 
Full citizenship rights for all immigrants!  
To lead this struggle we must build a 
multi-ethnic internationalist workers par-
ty to bring down the racist rule of capital 
through socialist revolution.

Border Patrol Child Snatchers
The entire country has been in turmoil 

for the last three weeks as the barbaric treat-
ment of child immigrants shocked the con-
science and provoked horror and fury among 
vast swathes of the population. This included:
•	 Images of rows of children sleeping in 

cages under fluorescent lighting on thin 
mats on concrete with foil for a blanket. 

•	 Sounds of wailing children plead-
ing for their parents as Border Patrol 
agents mock them. 

•	 “Tender Age shelters” – i.e., jails for 
kids – housing babies and toddlers 
ripped out of their mothers’ arms. 

•	 A repurposed former Wal-Mart hold-
ing 1,500 boys kept inside in cages for 
22 hours a day. 

•	 A tent city in Tornillo, Texas where 
temperatures are over 100°, to hold 
thousands of children. 

•	 Reports of horrific abuse including immi-
grant children being handcuffed, beaten, 
left nude in concrete cells and strapped to 
chairs with bags over their heads. 

•	 Other reports of children being forc-
ibly administered psychiatric drugs to 
silence them. 

The ghoulish attorney general Jeff Sessions 
could only respond to comparisons to Hitler’s 
Nazis with the bizarre claim that the Nazis 
“were keeping the Jews from leaving.” 

Over a two-month period from April to 
June, more than 2,300 immigrant children – 
half reportedly under the age of 12 – were 
kidnapped by the U.S. government while 
their parents were locked up in immigrant 
prisons. One Honduran man seeking asylum, 
Marco Antonio Muñoz, committed suicide in 
a detention cell after having his three year-
old-child forcibly taken from him by Border 
Patrol agents. And the Border Patrol that rips 
children out of their mothers’ arms while 

they are breastfeeding is the same criminal 
outfit that murdered Claudia Patricia Gómez 
González in cold blood after she had traveled 
1,500 miles from Guatemala.

Demonstrations against family separa-
tion have been organized by a host of “non-
governmental organizations” closely tied to 
the Democratic Party. The outrage over these 
atrocities is so intense that it could represent a 
turning point for opposition to the Trump re-
gime. While he has the backing of hard-core 
racists, opinion polls show that two-thirds of 
the population oppose his immigration poli-
cies, and equal numbers say undocumented 
immigrants should stay. But so long as this 
opposition is channeled into support for the 
Democrats, it will lead to a dead end. 

Bipartisan Capitalist 
Deportation Machine

The abuse of children by the immigra-
tion system is nothing new. The American 
Civil Liberties Union recently exposed 

the brutal treatment of detained immigrant 
children under Obama, from 2009-2014, 
including beatings, stress positions, denial 
of medical care, death threats and sexual 
abuse.1 Moreover, the government has only 
allowed extremely limited access to a few 
facilities, even turning away some grand-
standing Democratic politicians like NYC 
mayor Bill de Blasio and Oregon senator 
Jeff Merkley. But then Melania Trump trav-
eled to a detention center in McAllen, Texas 
ostentatiously flaunting a jacket with the 
words “I really don’t care” on the back.    

The immigration “crisis” is the di-
rect result of the depradations of imperial-
ist capitalism. The explosion in immigrant 
detentions began in the 1980s, with a flood 
of refugees fleeing the U.S.-sponsored dirty 
wars in Central America. It escalated af-
ter Bill Clinton pushed through the North 
American Free Trade Agreement in 1994 
that destroyed much of Mexican agricul-
ture, pushing millions of peasants to emi-
grate. Clinton’s Illegal Immigration Reform 
and Immigrant Responsibility Act of 1996 
brought the number of detainees from about 
5,000 to about 16,000 per day. 

It was Obama – the “Deporter in 
Chief” – who really created the detention 
juggernaut we have today. He expanded 
the system to some 200 centers crisscross-
ing the country. The children’s prisons 
were also built by Obama, and expanded 
1 ACLU, Neglect  and  Abuse  of  Unaccompa-
nied  Immigrant  Children  by  U.S.  Customs 
and  Border  Protection (May 2018).

in response to the influx of unaccompanied 
minors fleeing violence in Honduras and 
Guatemala in 2014. Today there are ap-
proximately 34,000 immigrants being held 
in detention on any given day in the largest 
immigrant prison system in the world, jail-
ing about 400,000 immigrants yearly. De-
tention is now a big business in the U.S., 
with most of the detention prisons being 
privately run, and hugely profitable.

Donald Trump, meanwhile, has kept 
up his vile bigoted ravings against Mexi-
cans and Central Americans. His latest was 
to declare that undocumented immigrants 
“aren’t people. These are animals.” And he 
treats them accordingly. The broader purpose 
of this massive machinery of repression is 
to terrorize immigrants, dehumanize them, 
make them vulnerable and scapegoat them, 
as part of the divide-and-conquer strategy 
the bourgeoisie uses to keep the multiracial 
working class down. This is the putrid state 
of American capitalism in terminal decay – 
the richest, most powerful ruling class in the 
history of the world, stealing the children of 
the most desperate and keeping them in tents! 
We say: Free the detainees! Labor must mo-
bilize to tear down the detention centers!

The Democrats and Their 
“Resistance” That Isn’t

Trump certainly has a knack for plumb-
ing the depths of human depravity. He attacks 
immigrants coming from “shithole countries,” 
refers to Mexican immigrants as rapists and 
murderers, and attacks children.While Trump 
and the Republicans are overt in their vile rac-
ism, the Democrats pretend to care about im-
migrants and working people. In demonstra-
tions called by Democratic Party front groups, 
they claim that the child separation policy is 
“un-American.” In fact, at a June 26 protest in 
New York City against the Supreme Court de-
cision upholding Trump’s “Muslim ban,”  or-
ganizers grotesquely started chanting “USA, 
USA.”  Yet under slavery it was common for 
the slavers to separate black mothers from 
their children. And there is the long and 
shameful history of the U.S. government 
taking Native American children from their 
parents and forcing them to speak English 
instead of their native languages. This vi-
cious abuse was called “civilizing.”

Most of the protests that have occurred 
in the last three weeks against Trump’s immi-
gration policies have centered around the call 
to “keep families together.” Organized by 
Democratic front groups like Rise and Resist, 
they have been careful to focus exclusively 

Claudia Gómez González, murderded 
by the Border Patrol on May 23.

Immigrant women held in cages in a former warehouse in McAllen, Texas.
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ing a military side” with it, even as the I.S. 
was attacking Kurdish, Yazidi, Shiite, Chris-
tian and Druze minorities. Today the SL line 
on Syria and that of the social-dems are virtu-
ally indistinguishable.

Zionist Mass Assassination in 
Gaza, U.S./Saudi Slaughter in 

Yemen 
In Israel, the moving of the U.S. em-

bassy in May was a major provocation that 
galvanized Netanyahu and hardliners in 
and around his Likud party. The celebration 
itself was a grotesque display of imperial-
ist decadence. Jared Kushner, the Trump 
administration’s point-man on Middle East 
“peace,” gave a speech proclaiming that 
“by moving our embassy to Jerusalem, we 
have shown the world once again that the 
United States can be trusted.” As the Zion-
ist elite partied, split-screen TV coverage 
showed Israeli sharpshooters assassinat-
ing Palestinian protestors in Gaza one by 
one. This was not your usual Zionist indis-
criminate bombing of apartment houses in 
Gaza, and certainly not Israeli troops out 
of control. This time the military piled up 
mounds of dirt along the border to house 
snipers’ nests for the express purpose of 
shooting individual unarmed protesters ap-
proaching the border fence. They admitted 
as much in a since-deleted tweet on the of-
ficial Israeli Defense Force (IDF) account: 

“Yesterday we saw 30,000 people; 
we arrived prepared and with precise 
reinforcements. Nothing was carried out 
uncontrolled; everything was accurate 
and measured, and we know where 
every bullet landed.”
The demonstrations began on 30 March 

2018, as a six-week-long protest campaign 
demanding that Palestinian refugees and 
their descendants be allowed to return to 
lands they were expelled from in what is now 
Israel. The protests were supposed to end on 
Naqba Day (May 15) and took place along a 
stretch of border fence separating Israel from 
the Gaza Strip. The Zionists, as usual, want 
to pin the blame on the Islamist hard-liners of 
Hamas, in order to justify the slaughter. But 
in fact, the march came from independent ac-
tivists with “a grass-roots idea for a peaceful, 
long-lasting protest along the Gaza fence” 
that Hamas (the dominant political force in 
Gaza) later “embraced” but did not directly 
lead (New York Times, 15 April 2018). Nev-
ertheless, the Israeli snipers individually took 
aim at and killed or wounded 7,324 unarmed 
people in a monstrous crime that can’t even 
be considered a war crime, because there was 
no fighting – not one Israeli casualty. This 
slaughter was nothing short of mass assas-
sination.  

Many have accurately compared the 
Gaza killings to the Nazi murders of Jews in 
the Warsaw Ghetto. The difference is that the 
Nazis went on to kill millions of Jews (and 
many others) in the genocidal Holocaust. But 
there are not a few rabid Zionist politicians 
in Israel who dream of (and some openly call 

for) a “final solution” 
to the “Palestinian 
problem.” They are 
aided by Trump’s son-
in-law Kushner who 
is a longtime fam-
ily friend of Benjamin 
Netanyahu, and shares 
in his far-right Zionist 
outlook. (Netanyahu 
once stayed in Jared’s 
bedroom when the 
Israeli prime minister 
visited the Kushner 
family.) Jared was co-director of his family’s 
foundation from 2006 to 2015 when it was 
building an illegal settlement in the Pales-
tinian West Bank. Today he is the person in 
charge of brokering a “peace deal” between 
the Zionists criminally oppressing the Pal-
estinian people and their sellout bourgeoise 
represented by Mahmoud Abbas of the Pal-
estinian Liberation Organization (PLO).

The embassy move by the U.S. em-
boldened the Zionist war hawks. “What a 
glorious day,” Netanyahu proclaimed. “To-
day, the embassy of the most powerful coun-
try on earth, our friend and ally, the United 
States of America, opens in Jerusalem…. 
We have no better friends in the world.” 
Coupled with Trump’s abandonment of the 
Iran nuclear deal, this move was a signal to 
Netanyahu and the Israeli far right that prep-
arations for an attack on Iran can begin in 
earnest. At the Munich Security Conference 
in February, Netanyahu warned that “Israel 
will continue to prevent Iran from estab-
lishing a permanent military presence in 
Syria” and Israel “will act, if necessary, not 
just against Iran’s proxies that are attacking 
us, but against Iran itself.” Now he plans to 
make good on that promise. On June 17 he 
informed Russian president Vladimir Putin 
and U.S. Secretary of State Mike Pompeo 
that “we will take action – and are already 
taking action – against efforts to establish a 
military presence by Iran and its proxies in 
Syria.” The opening salvo of a regional con-
flagration might be forthcoming. 

Meanwhile in Yemen, a war has been 
raging since 2015. A Saudi-led coalition, 
backed by the U.S./NATO imperialists, has 
been waging a war against Iran-backed reb-
els. The Saudis support the deposed presi-
dent Abd Rabbuh Mansur Al Hadi, fighting 
against the Houthi tribe in the northeast. In 
addition to the Houthis and Saudis, other 
contenders in Yemen are the Sunni Muslim 
Al Qaeda affiliate active in the east and the 
South Yemen Movement that seeks to rees-
tablish the Arab nationalist state (with left-
ist pretenses) that existed around the port of 
Aden until 1990. While the U.S. and Saudi 
Arabia claim that the Houthis are simply 
Iranian “proxies,” they are a part of the 
Zaidi Shia sect that broke from mainstream 
Shiism centuries ago. These highland tribes-
men have had conflicts with central authori-
ties going back to the Ottoman Empire. The 
U.S., meanwhile, has rained death from the 
skies on Yemen, as Barack Obama person-
ally signed off on drone strikes that killed 
thousands of Yemenis. Trotskyists stand 
with the Houthis against the U.S. imperial-
ists and Saudi monarchists. 

The situation in Yemen, treated as a 
sideshow in the imperialist press, has been 
characterized by the United Nations as “the 
world’s worst humanitarian situation.” As 
we go to press, various imperialist strategy 
think-tanks are warning that Yemen could 
be a flashpoint for the looming regional 

war. As the battle for the Yemeni port of 
Hodeidah heats up, with the stage set for 
massacres of civilians, the International 
Crisis Group announced that it had moved 
Yemen (along with southern Syria) up to 
“critical” on its “U.S.-Iran Trigger List” 
(Newsweek, 27 June). Should the U.S./Is-
raeli/Saudi axis strike at Iran, as we have 
repeatedly stated in the past:

“The League for the Fourth International 
defends Iran, a semi-colonial country, 
against imperialism and Zionist Israel, 
which serves as a cat’s paw for the 
imperialists. We give no political support 
to the Islamic fundamentalist regime…. 
But we defend Iran’s right to develop 
nuclear power and to obtain nuclear or 
any other kind of weapons to defend 
itself against those countries that already 
have nuclear weapons in the region and 
have threatened to use them against Iran: 
the United States and Israel.”
–“ Zionists Gearing Up for War on Iran,” 
The Internationalist No. 31, Summer 
2010
Given the intertangled network of al-

liances and overlapping conflicts across 
the Middle East, in the face of the loom-
ing possibility of war engulfing this strate-
gic region which could lead to annihilation 
of entire populations, antiwar and “peace” 
movements that seek to pressure the imperi-
alists will have little effect. Many bourgeois 
liberal “doves” over the invasion and occu-
pation of Iraq become war hawks when it 
comes to Israel. The Middle East has been 
a tinder box ever since the imperialists arbi-
trarily carved up the region after World War 
I. What is called for is a proletarian revo-
lutionary strategy encompassing the entire 
region and extending to the imperialist cen-
ters. To break the death grip of imperialism, 
Zionism and Islamism, the League for the 
Fourth International calls for a bi-national 
Arab/Hebrew Palestinian workers state as 
part of a wider socialist federation of the 
Near East. As we wrote in 2010: 

“However distant that prospect may 
seem today, it is the only basis on which 
Muslims, Jews, Christians, Druzes – 
not to mention Kurds, Zoroastrians and 
numerous other national and religious 
minorities throughout the region – can 
overcome sectarian divisions and live 
and develop in harmony. Achieving 
this is a vital task not only of Hebrew-
speaking and Arab workers in Palestine, 
but of the world proletariat as we 
struggle to smash imperialism through 
international socialist revolution.”
–The Internationalist No. 31
To accomplish that arduous and his-

toric task, the working class throughout 
the Middle East, and centrally the millions-
strong proletariat in Egypt and Turkey, need 
a genuine revolutionary Marxist leadership 
following the internationalist program of the 
Bolsheviks under Lenin and Trotsky. The 
League for the Fourth International seeks to 
build the nucleus of that leadership. n

Israeli snipers perched on murder mounds open fire 
on peaceful Palestinian protestors. 
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on the Republicans. One of the largest in the 
Los Angeles area was on June 14. The origi-
nal blurb for the rally said, accurately, “This 
criminal government has been doing this for 
years! Both parties are guilty of these Hu-
man Rights Violations!” But then organizers 
dropped the statement about “both parties” in 
order to appeal to Democratic liberals. The 
Internationalist Group together with a contin-
gent from Transport Workers Against Depor-
tations stood out as a class pole at this march, 
denouncing the Democrats as well as Trump. 
One of our most popular chants, picked up by 
the crowd, was, “Stealing children on stolen 
land, Border Patrol’s got blood on its hands!”

Across the country, we have been pro-
testing on a daily basis. The New England 
local of the Internationalist Group organized 
a June 18 protest outside the bus station in 
Nashua, New Hampshire to demand that the 
I.C.E. police get out, and that the Concord 
Coach company stop cooperating with la 
migra. In New York City, the IG along with 
the Revolutionary Internationalist Youth and 
the fraternally allied Class Struggle Educa-
tion Workers and Trabajadores Internacio-
nales Clasistas protested outside the Hudson 
County jail in New Jersey where immigrant 
worker Pablo Villavicencio is being held af-
ter being turned over to I.C.E when he deliv-
ered pizza to an Army base. We joined the 
protest against the “Muslim ban,” marched 
on the I.C.E. jail and participated in the Oc-
cupyICE blockade there. In Portland, the IG 
and Class Struggle Workers came down to 
the encampment of OccupyICE PDX while 
simultaneously preparing a June 30 labor 
mobilization against the fascists.

The Internationalists emphasized the 
need to mobilize workers power to stop the 
deportations. We insisted that the persecu-
tion of immigrants has been carried out by 
both major capitalist parties, and supported 
by the Greens, who ran immigrant-basher 
Ralph Nader for president (with the backing 
of reformists like the International Social-
ist Organization and Socialist Alternative). 
We chanted “I.C.E. out!” and called to drive 
I.C.E. jails out of the cities. When the Mao-
ists of RefuseFascism chanted over and over 
“Free the children!” we chanted “Free them 
all, let them stay, full rights for immigrants!” 
The Internationalists demanded citizenship 
rights for all immigrants, and unlike the ex-
Trotskyist Spartacist League, which point-
edly limits its call to “those who have made 
it here,” we called for asylum for refugees 
fleeing from the wars, terror and devasta-
tion wrought by imperialism. For the SL, the 
desperate women and children just across the 
border have no right to enter the U.S. 

The liberal wing of the bourgeoisie, as 
represented by Bernie Sanders, only offers 
to put a stop to “inhumane deportation pro-
grams and private detention centers.” Thus 
Sanders, who is backed by the likes of the 
Democratic (Party) Socialists of America,  
wants a “humane” deportation program 
and public detention centers. He also calls 
to “Ensure our border remains secure and 
protects local communities.”

None of this will or can really change as 
long as the private property system is in place. 
The bourgeoisie needs the superexploitation 
of immigrants deprived of rights, just as it 
extracts superprofits from its poverty-stricken 
neo-colonies. This is not a “broken” immigra-
tion system, it works quite well in what it was 
designed to do – terrorize, scapegoat and di-
vide the working class. This system cannot be 
reformed, it has to be destroyed.

The Internationalist Group and League 
for the Fourth International insist that the 

only way out of this horror show is interna-
tional socialist revolution. Only with the con-
struction of a planned, collectivized econo-
my under workers rule can the needs of all be 
met. And that requires building revolutionary 
workers parties around the globe, based on 
the program of the Bolsheviks Lenin and 
Trotsky. That is the central task facing those 
who would truly defend immigrants today.  n
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Rightist Government Spurs Xenophobic Terror,  
Boats Rescuing Refugees Refused Entry

Italy: Mobilize Workers Power to  
Smash the Anti-Immigrant Offensive

The following article is by our comrades 
of the Nucleo Internazionalista d’Italia.

Three months of horse-trading after the 
March 4 elections, which were dominated 
by anti-immigrant hysteria and vicious rac-
ist demagogy, have resulted in a far-right 
coalition government of the populist Five 
Stars Movement (Movimento Cinque Stelle, 
or M5S) and the virulently anti-“foreigner” 
Lega (formerly Northern League). The new 
government, politically dominated by the 
fascistoid Lega, is a mortal threat to the 
working class and all the oppressed. It is pre-
paring racist xenophobic measures against 
immigrants, asylum seekers and minorities; 
planning wage and benefit cuts for working 
people and tax cuts for the rich; dismantling 
democratic and trade-union rights, and wag-
ing all-round class war. After five years of 
austerity and mushrooming poverty under 
the Democratic Party government of Matteo 
Renzi – which pushed through the grotesque-
ly misnamed “Jobs Act,” that multiplied low-
paid temporary jobs, and dismantled social 
services such as education, health care and 
transportation – the new Lega-led govern-
ment is pushing for much more.

The spectacular rise of Five Stars/
Cinque Stelle, which skyrocketed from zero 
to 222 out of 630 seats in the Chamber of 
Deputies, is based on its demagogic rhetoric 
against the privileged political “caste,” de-
nunciations of corruption and “the system,” 
and defense of the “little man.”  Its flamboy-
ant historical leader, ex-comedian Beppe 
Grillo is known for his “f… you all” rallies 
calling to kick out all the lazy do-nothings in 
the government.  Now the “colorful” Grillo 
has ceded the spotlight to 32-year-old suit-
and-tie-wearing Luigi Di Maio, who rushes 
around reassuring the titans of industry (Con-
findustria) and high finance that the M5S is 
responsible, there is nothing to worry about.  
The just under one-third of the vote that went 
to Five Stars, by far the largest of any party, 
was largely based in the South, where it won 
big due to promises of a guaranteed “citizen’s 
income” and raising the lowest pensions. 

Di Maio, now minister of economic de-
velopment, and the M5S economics minis-
ter Giovanni Tria have already backtracked 
saying that the “citizens income” will only 
be available to those who work eight hours 
a day and are willing to accept any job while 
being “trained.” Cinque Stelle ministers also 
declare that no new programs will be enacted 
without fully paying for them, while moving 
to pass a highly regressive “flat tax,” which 
means a huge tax cut for the rich. The in-
crease in the lowest pensions seems unavail-
able to most, and has been “delayed” until 
the government “finds” 12 billion euros, or 
about US$15 billion, to avoid an increase in 
the sales tax. All of this means more auster-
ity for working people and the oppressed. 
And Cinque Stelle’s coalition with the Lega, 
which has insulted Southerners with chau-
vinist demagogy for decades, could discredit 
the M5S in the South.

Matteo Salvini, leader of the Lega, is 
now minister of the interior, in charge of the 
police and paramilitary carabinieri, and the 

real leader and main spokesman of the gov-
ernment. The premier (presidente del consi-
glio), Giuseppe Conti, is a figurehead. Salvini 
is already gearing up the repressive apparatus 
of the bourgeois state in a clear push towards 
bonapartism.  This includes increased repres-
sion and persecution of trade-union orga-
nizers and militants, and leftist activists. At 
the same time there has been a notable rise 
in attacks by fascist squadristi (paramilitary 
gangs) and others from fascist groups includ-
ing CasaPound, Forza Nuova, Generazione 
Identitaria and others which have a symbiotic 
relationship with the Lega, as was seen in the 
February murder of six African immigrants 
in Macerata.1 And the June 2 murder of Sou-
mailia Sacko, an agricultural worker and 
long time USB (Federation of Rank-and-File 
Unions) labor activist and fighter against the 
subhuman conditions of the caporalato (the 
ostensibly illegal near-slave labor system run 
by armed caporali, prevalent in the agricul-
tural fields of the South), is an ominous sign..  

The official program of the Lega/M5S 
government calls for the eviction of every-
one from Rom2 camps without providing any 
alternative. It also calls for the separation of 
Rom children from their families if they do 
not or cannot follow the law requiring that 
youth attend school.  Now Salvini declares 
that he will enact an ethnic census of the Rom 
population in Italy, and that the “irregulars” 
will be deported, adding that “unfortunate-
ly, we have to keep the Italian Rom here.” 
Spokesmen for the Rom and Jewish commu-
nities have protested that this is in line with 
the 1938 Racial Laws under Mussolini, and 
blatantly illegal. The Lega family minister is 
Lorenzo Fontana, a well-known homophobic 
anti-abortion bigot, while the Lega education 
1 See “Lesson of Macerata: For Mass Worker Ac-
tion to Defend Immigrants and Stop The Fascists!” 
The Internationalist No. 51, March-April 2018
2 The Romani people, alternatively Rom or 
Roma, are often pejoratively referred to as 
“gypsies.” 

minister, Marco Bussetti, is a big promoter of 
private education.

Salvini recently refused to let the 
Aquarius, a rescue ship operated by non-
governmental organizations (NGOs), dock 
at an Italian port. The ship was crammed full 
with 629 refugees who had just been saved 
at sea, including 123 unaccompanied mi-
nors, pregnant women and victims of rape 
and torture. The ban violated Italy’s inter-
nationally agreed obligation to receive the 
ship since it had the closest safe harbor. The 
refusal led to a dangerous eight-day ordeal 
in a stormy sea, in which reportedly most 
of the exhausted refugees became seasick. 
Finally, the Aquarius was allowed to enter 
the Spanish port of Valencia. At least 13,000 
refugees have drowned trying to reach Eu-
ropean shores and Salvini’s publicly stated 
intention to not allow other ships to dock in 
Italian harbors can only lead to more deaths.

The Lega-dominated government’s 
push towards more police-state measures in-
cludes increasing the persecution and victim-
ization of trade-union organizers and leftists.  
The courts have recently upheld the politi-
cally motivated firings of five union organiz-
ers and militants at the FCA (Fiat Chrysler 
Automobiles) Pomigliano auto factory. Their 
“crime” was taking part in a protest against 
the brutal working conditions.  There are also 
legal proceedings against Mustafa Elshenna-
cui, Simone Carpeggiani and others of the the 
militant SI COBAS “rank-and-file” union, 
including Aldo Milani, in a totally transpar-
ent frame-up trial.3 Others are being vic-
timized for participating in demonstrations 
that confronted the fascists of CasaPound. 
Meanwhile, workers at the ILVA steel mill in 
Taranto, once the largest steel-producing fac-
tory in Europe, and workers at various FCA 
auto plants are threatened by thousands of 
layoffs, firings and possible plant closures. 
3 See our article, “Workers Mobilizations Free 
Arrested Leader of SI Cobas” (February 2017), 
reprinted in L’internazionalista No. 2, June 2017.

In the face of this unrelenting capitalist 
onslaught and the transparent rot, violence 
and poverty of capitalism in its decay, there 
is no reformist solution. As the disastrous 
experience of the SYRIZA government in 
Greece showed, the capitalists will not per-
mit an end to the austerity that is propping 
up their decaying system. What’s needed is 
to mobilize the full power of the working 
class to stop the bourgeois offensive and 
fight for workers power. 

This fight must include the formation of 
workers defense guards to stop racist terror 
and defend the Rom; workers actions to stop 
deportations; factory occupations, elected 
strike committees and eventually formation 
of workers councils to overcome the sabo-
tage of the labor bureaucracy and the division 
of the workers movement into numerous dif-
ferent unions. For all this to happen, the key 
is the forging of an internationalist Bolshevik 
party of the proletarian vanguard.

Defend the Rom!
The first month of the Lega/M5S gov-

ernment already shows the kind of sinister 
xenophobic climate and repressive attacks 
that it intends to carry out. On June 14, the 
city council of Rome, led by the M5S, passed 
a motion presented by Fratelli d’Italia (Ital-
ian Brothers, a far-right outfit, successor 
to the former National Alliance) to name a 
street after Giorgio Almirante, the ex-leader 
of the fascist MSI (Italian Social Move-
ment), the direct descendant of Mussolini’s 
fascist party. Almirante was a supporter of 
the 1938 Racial Laws, “minister of culture” 
of the Salò Republic (the last fascist redoubt, 
where partisans were executed and tortured), 
editor of the magazine La Difesa Della Razza 
(Defense of the Race), during 1943-48 and 
an unapologetic supporter of Mussolini. The 
Cinque Stelle council members all voted for 
the motion.4 This is hardly a surprise. Al-
though the M5S tries to portray itself as a 
party of hip anti-establishment millennials, 
the father of poster boy minister Di Maio was 
a leader of the fascist MSI.  

Meanwhile, attacks on immigrants are 
growing. On June 19, unidentified persons 
shot at two immigrants from Mali, appar-
ently with an air pistol, while shouting “Sal-
vini! Salvini!” On June 16, all buses going 
to Rome for an anti-government demonstra-
tion called by the USB union after the mur-
der of Somalia Sacko were stopped by the 
police, the demonstrators identified and pho-
tographed with their identity card in hand. 
On June 2, the Savona City Council passed 
a motion presented by the Lega to tax waste 
disposal at higher commercial rates for those 
who rent to immigrants. The Lega-M5S 
government program calls for an increase 
in spending for police, carabinieri and other 
security forces, for measures against immi-
gration, and for order and discipline. In many 

4 It is worth noting that Communist Party (PCI) 
leaders respectfully attended Almirante’s fu-
neral in 1988 and that the leader of the PCI and 
minister of justice in the post-WWII bourgeois 
government, Palmiro Togliatti, pushed through 
an amnesty for the fascists in 1946.

Full Citizenship Rights for All Immigrants!
Forge an Internationalist Revolutionary 

Workers Party!

Election propaganda of the Lega (formerly Northern League) targets 
immigrants.
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cities police are now being armed with taser 
guns capable of hitting demonstrators or 
picketers with thousands of volts. The United 
Nations has called these “instruments of tor-
ture,” while the claim that they are suppos-
edly “non-lethal” is contradicted by the many 
deaths that they have caused.    

In an interview last year, Salvini de-
clared, “We need a mass cleansing, street by 
street, piazza by piazza, neighborhood by 
neighborhood.” Now he has upped the ante 
by announcing a “census” of the Rom popu-
lation in Italy. The Nazis considered the Rom 
and Sinti populations to be genetically crimi-
nal and inferior, identified them with black 
triangles and killed 500,000 in death camps. 
This went hand-in-hand with the registration 
of the Jewish population prior to exterminat-
ing six million Jews in the Holocaust. While 
conventional bourgeois histories claim that 
the Italian fascists were not so anti-Semitic, 
the Mussolini regime also registered the 
names and personal information of the Jew-
ish and Rom populations in Italy. After the 
issuance of the Racial Laws in 1938, Jews 
were rounded up and about 8,000 were de-
ported to Nazi death camps in Poland, where 
they were exterminated. The Rom population 
in Italy suffered a similar fate. 

The government’s ominous rac-
ist attacks against the Rom and the shut-
ting down of their camps is a taste of the 
police-state repression it has in store for 
everyone. It is the duty of every class-con-
scious worker and communist to defend the 
besieged, 160,000-strong Rom population.  

The Aquarius, Fortress Europe 
And Imperialist Hypocrisy
Campaigning for a Lega candidate 

for mayor of Vicenza, Salvini proclaimed, 
“the party’s over for illegals, it’s time for 
them to pack their suitcases” (Corriere 
TV, 2 June). At the same time he calls for 
the deportation of 500,000 undocumented 
workers and promises to seal off the Italian 
peninsula from immigration and asylum 
seekers. His recent refusal to let the NGO 
ship Aquarius dock in an Italian port, se-
riously risked the lives of the hundreds of 
exhausted and traumatized survivors at sea 
who were crammed on board. 

Yet inside Italy the spectre of hundreds 
of desperate shipwreck survivors being aban-
doned at sea sparked a revolt by officials in 
port cities. The mayor of Palermo declared 
that its port was open and that they were pre-
pared to take in the Aquarius. The mayors of 
Naples, Taranto, Messina, Reggio Calabria 
and Ravenna did the same. Eventually, Spain, 
with the new Socialist Party government of 
Pedro Sanchez, let the Aquarius dock after 
eight days at sea. Yet most of the immigrants 

who docked in Valencia are likely to be de-
ported, classified as “economic migrants” 
with supposedly no legitimate reason to seek 
asylum. We say: let them in, and we fight for 
full citizenship rights for all immigrants. 

Now Salvini, with the enthusiastic 
support of M5S leader and fellow minis-
ter Di Maio, is criminalizing the saving of 
lives at sea. Salvini declares that foreign 
flag ships can appeal to foreign countries 
but cannot dock in Italy. He is threatening 
to sequester NGO ships and prosecute the 
crews for “aiding clandestine immigra-
tion,” as well as “criminal association for 
the purpose of clandestine immigration.” 
Italian fishermen have known for some 
time that they risk criminal persecution and 
the sequester of their ships when they act 
to save lives. But many have run the risk. 

The Aquarius affair set off an obscene 
pass-the-buck squabble among the countries 
of the EU. French president Emmanuel Ma-
cron lectured about moral responsibility and 
the “leprosy” of populism. This is the same 
Macron who recently pushed through a law 
to speed up deportations and who refuses to 
allow asylum seekers to enter from Italy at 
Ventimiglia. Oxfam released a report, No-
where But Out (15 June), accusing France 
of illegally stopping foreign children there. 
Over 16,000 migrants have been camped 
out in the area, including many children 
pushed out by Italy’s asylum system. But 
when they cross the border, French police 
have falsified their birth dates in order to 
justify refusing entry, as well as stealing the 
Sim chips of their cell phones and cutting 
the soles off their shoes (!) before pushing 
them back to Italy. 

The tense “discussion” about immigra-
tion policy between European Union rulers  
has moved to the right. There now appears 
to be common agreement to fortify and close 
off the borders of all of racist Fortress Eu-
rope, to not allow immigrants to travel from 
one EU country to another, to reinforce the 
presence of the Frontex military forces in the 
Mediterranean Sea, and to immediately hand 
over immigrants intercepted in the Mediter-
ranean Sea to detention centers in North Af-
rica or elsewhere, so that they never enter an 
EU country. On June 25, Salvini proposed 
during a visit to Libya that “migrant recep-
tion centers” (concentration camps) be set up 
along Libya’s southern border. 

Key to the Fight for Victory: 
Forge a Leninist-Trotskyist 

Workers Party
So we now have the fascistic Lega in 

a coalition government with the populist 
Cinque Stelle preparing to unleash ferocious 
attacks against immigrants, Rom, the entire 

workers movement 
and all the oppressed, 
while closing off the 
borders and leaving 
asylum seekers in dis-
tress at sea. The banks 
are insolvent, racist 
terror is increasing, 
poverty is spreading, 
youth have little future 
and the entire situa-
tion is worsening. The 
capitulatory politics of 
the left have led to this 
situation today. The 
old PCI renounced 
any reference to com-
munism, however 
cynical and distorted 
by its Stalinist poli-

tics, transforming itself into the social-dem-
ocratic PDS. They then united with former 
Christain Democrats from the Ulivo popular 
front to become the Democratic Party (PD), 
an outright bourgeois party. The so-called 
“Trotskyists” spent 16 or more years trying 
to reform Rifondazione Communista, which 
is now part of Potere al Popolo pushing bour-
geois populism. Meanwhile, the workers 
movement has been suffering major attacks 
for decades. 

So what is the left proposing now? 
Many are now pushing for an “anti-capitalist 
front,” “mass class united front” or a similar 
formulation. Thus, as part of their perspec-
tive of building a “mass class united front,” 
the Partito Comunista dei Lavoratori (PCL 
– Workers Communist Party) writes that it 
“fully adheres to” and “contributed to writ-
ing” the political platform of the “Genova 
Antifascista” coalition for an anti-fascist 
demonstration on June 30.  The program has 
a list of demands that includes “throw out the 
fascist organizations and close their dens, ap-
plying the Constitution that bans ‘the reorga-
nization of the disbanded fascist party under 
any form.” In other words, Genova Antifas-
cista and the PCL look to the bourgeois state 
to protect them from the fascists. This is sui-
cidal. The capitalists protect the fascists.

The platform also includes a laundry 
list of reform demands entirely within the 
capitalist framework, and calls for the may-
or to resign. A genuine united front is for 
an action. It is not a political bloc, a lowest-
common-denominator political program, 
or an ongoing organization. “Genova An-
tifascista” is a propaganda bloc that is or-
ganizing a march, not an action to stop the 
fascists. It appeals to various antifascist 
forces to join together and pressure to ap-
ply the Constitution to outlaw fascists. And 
who exactly would do this, the right-wing 
Lega/M5S government? The bourgeois 
courts? This is clearly a class-collabora-
tionist popular-front appeal, underlined by 
the fact that the Genova Antifascista bloc 
prohibited its components from carrying 
their own banners and slogans (which the 
PCL dismissed as “a negative note”)! 

The Frazione Trotskista Internazionale 
(FIR), like the PCL from which it recently 
split, endlessly calls for an “anti-capitalist 
front.” In an article titled “Reflections for 
Revolutionaries Today” (La Voce delle 
Lotte, 17 February) they sneeringly coun-
terpose building such a front to the building 
of a “party of the revolution” with a “cor-
rect line.” They write: “as the FIR we have 
refused to organize ourselves into a party.” 
Instead they envision an eventual party 
“formed by workers delegated from the fac-

Thousands of immigrants and other workers protested against exploitation, racism and 
repression: the SI COBAS contingent in Rome, February 24.

tories…, of students leading demonstrations, 
of militants carrying out intellectual labor 
educating workers as ‘organic intellectuals’,” 
etc. This petty-bourgeois Gramscian gobble-
dygook is the very antithesis of a Bolshevik 
workers party based on the program of Lenin 
and Trotsky and is incapable of providing 
revolutionary leadership in struggle.

In the same article, the FIR writes: “We 
proposed the slogan of an anti-capitalist front 
in November. In recent weeks it has been tak-
en up by other forces, like the leadership of 
SI COBAS.” The SI COBAS union has car-
ried out many strikes, defense campaigns and 
other actions. These concrete struggles must 
be defended and supported by the workers 
movement. These actions are very different 
from proposing an ongoing “anti-capitalist 
front” drawing in various heterogeneous 
forces. Such a permanent political bloc, es-
pecially if takes hold, can only serve as an 
antechamber for a popular-front political co-
alition on a bourgeois program.    

On the other hand, some marginal left 
groups have sought to compete with the 
populist-nationalist right on a program of na-
tional sovereignty. An especially repugnant 
role in this “sovereigntist left” is played by 
the Lega Trotskista d’Italia, part of the Inter-
national Communist League (ICL). These 
ex-Trotskyists coincide with many positions 
of the Lega/M5S government. As fighters for 
“Italexit” from the European Union – i.e., to 
restore an “independent” Italian imperialism 
– they consider that the main enemy is not 
“at home” but among the Eurocrats in Brus-
sels (see “According to the ICL, the Main 
Enemy Is In Brussels,” L’internazionalista 
No. 2, June 2017). They claim that anyone 
who defends the right of immigrants to travel 
within Europe is a proponent of the liberal/
anarchist utopia of “open borders.” And these 
left-chauvinists refuse to call for letting refu-
gees from the wars, terror and devastation 
caused by imperialism into Italy, not recog-
nizing their right to asylum – including, we 
suppose, those on board the Aquarius.  

The Lega/Cinque Stelle government is 
not strong, it is rent by contradictions and 
can be brought down with class struggle. 
Salvini says he looks to employ measures 
against immigrants like those Trump im-
plemented in the United States. But explo-
sive demonstrations and actions across the 
U.S. just forced the government to “tempo-
rarily” back down on the separation of im-
migrant families, even as Trump threatens 
to throw immigrants out by force, denying 
their legal rights. It is necessary to fight for 
workers actions to stop racist terror and 
directly resist deportations. The answer to 
the all-sided attacks is a class mobilization 
of workers and the oppressed independent 
of and against the bourgeoisie, their parties 
and their courts. Only a workers revolution 
can put an end to the misery of capitalism. 

As Trotsky wrote in Lessons of October: 
“Without a party, apart from a party, over the 
head of a party, or with a substitute for a party, 
the proletarian revolution cannot conquer.”  
This is a fundamental lesson of history that 
Lenin, Trotsky and other revolutionaries re-
peated over and over again and was the very 
reason for the founding of the Communist 
International. It is necessary to start the work 
of forging a Leninist-Trotskyist party in Italy, 
part of a reforged Fourth International. This 
is the political perspective that we of the Nu-
cleo Internazionalista d’Italia/League for the 
Fourth International fight for. n
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To Defeat Temer and the Pro-Imperialist Offensive of  
Privatization, Repression and Hunger

Brazil Truckers Strike:  
Oil Workers Should Take the Lead  
to Ensure Proletarian Leadership

For a National Oil Workers Strike and Occupation!  
For Workers Control of the Production and Distribution of Fuel!

The following article is translated from 
a leaflet issued by our comrades of the Liga 
Quarta-Internacionalista do Brasil, section 
of the League for the Fourth International.
RIO DE JANEIRO, May 27 – The truck 
drivers strike has been going on for a week 
already. Despite attempts by the (unelect-
ed) government of the hated Michel Temer 
to defuse the protests through repression 
and phony negotiations, roadblocks con-
tinue in more than 500 locations in 24 of 
Brazil’s 26 states. In the metropolitan ar-
eas, fuel is scarce and airports are running 
out of jet fuel. Municipal governments 
are announcing escalating shutdowns of 
public transportation, while universities 
and schools are exempting students and 
workers from their activities. Now, since 
the day before yesterday, the military has 
begun breaking the blockades with armed 
escorts of oil tanker trucks. All of Brazil is 
in turmoil.

The truckers’ blockades began on Tues-
day, May 22 to protest the latest increase in 
the price of diesel fuel, which is essential for 
transporting most of the commodities and 
raw materials in Brazil. In the two years since 
the impeachment in which the Congress of 
thieves and murderers deposed President 
Dilma Rousseff, Temer’s government has 
regulated a rise in the price of diesel that by 
now has nearly reached 100 percent. This 
increase is a direct result of the dollarization 
policy that Temer imposed on the Petrobras 
oil company, according to which fuel prices 
would fluctuate in line with the international 
market. That policy was demanded by the 
Wall Street investors who now dominate 
the once-state-owned company. In a broader 
perspective, it is the result of the policies of 
privatization of the energy sector imposed by 
former President Lula da Silva of the Work-
ers Party (PT) after moving into the Planalto 
Palace (Brazil’s White House) at the head of 
a popular front of class collaboration.

The rise in the price of diesel not only 
affects big transport companies, but also 
small truck owners – a petty-bourgeois sec-
tor – and consumers as it raises the cost of 
goods. Finally, it is a direct attack against 
the living standards of the working people 
and the poor of the city and the countryside. 
At this moment it is indispensable to change 
the class axis of the struggle against the 
free-market measures imposed by Temer, 
as well as by the previous governments of 
Lula and Dilma. The concrete conditions for 
a turn to the proletariat are in full view: the 
oil workers have announced the possibility 
of carrying out a national strike in the sec-
tor. Such a strike would open the possibility 

of turning popular anger into a class-based 
mobilization pointing in the direction of a 
workers and peasants government in Brazil.

It is urgent to establish a proletarian 
leadership of the utterly justified rebellion 
against the imposition of exorbitant prices, 
and also in order to combat the bourgeois 
leaderships of Abcam (the Brazilian Associa-
tion of Truck Drivers), the transport bosses, 
and petty-bourgeois groups that in some 
blockades painted banners calling for “mili-
tary intervention.” But they are already expe-
riencing intervention by the army – which is 
seeking to break their strike. Today the situ-
ation requires the presentation of a program 
of transitional demands that point to how to 
connect the current struggles of the workers 
with the need to fight for socialist revolu-
tion. Thus workers should impose workers 
control in the energy sector. The oil workers 
should decide to whom to sell the fuel at and 
at what price. This means leading a real class 
struggle against the bourgeoisie as a whole, 
which means achieving complete class inde-
pendence for the proletariat. In turn, to fight 
against the cost of inflation and unemploy-
ment, other sectors in struggle should impose 
a sliding scale of wages and hours of work.

As our comrades from the Grupo In-
ternacionalista, the Mexican section of the 
League for the Fourth International, wrote at 
the time of a rebellion of truckers and dem-
onstrators against an exorbitant increase in 
fuel prices at the beginning of last year:

“The fact that oil workers are under 
attack is a key element in planning a 
class-struggle strategy to roll back the 
gasolinazo, along with the anti-worker 

‘reforms’ that  have smashed the living 
standards of the workers. So far, the 
mobilizations against the gasolinazo 
have fundamentally been led by sectors 
of the petty bourgeoisie ....
“...a complete shift in the class axis of 
these protests is needed. To achieve this, 
the workers of the energy sector, and 
particularly the oil workers, must play a 
key role. To defend their own jobs and 
turn back the effects of privatization in 
the sector, the oil workers could sell fuel 
directly to the population at five pesos 
per liter. This is utterly realizable at the 
big storage and distribution centers ....”
–“For Workers Mobilization to 
Smash the Gasolinazo!” Revolución 
Permanente No. 7, April-May 2017 
(translated in The Internationalist No. 
46, January-February 2017)
The working class, by placing itself 

at the head of all the sectors impoverished 
by three decades of “free-market” policies, 
could not only “resist” but openly go over 
to the offensive. For this, a genuinely rev-
olutionary leadership, a Leninist-Trotsky-
ist workers party armed with the program 
of permanent revolution, is indispensable.

Building a Revolutionary 
Leadership

Meanwhile, reports of growing food 
shortages in major cities are being used by 
the government and its kept media to sow 
animosity in the population against the truck 
drivers. Various employer sectors are com-
plaining that lack of materials is forcing them 
to shut down the assembly lines, particu-
larly in the automotive industry. But despite 

the media attack and constant references to 
the “radical minority” that “kidnapped” the 
population, truckers’ blockades have enjoyed 
massive support from the impoverished and 
hard-working population. So if food shortag-
es intensify, union commissions and neigh-
borhood committees should be organized to 
requisition basic necessities. And faced with 
massive repression, a national oil strike in 
combination with the truckers strike could 
be the starting point for a genuine general 
strike, the first in more than 20 years, to de-
mand the abolition of Temer’s decree pro-
claiming a Guarantee of Law Order and 
force the withdrawal of the military from the 
streets and the favelas of Rio.

Karl Marx emphasized that every 
class struggle is a political struggle. The 
key question today is precisely what policy 
the working class must follow in order to 
defeat the bourgeoisie and get rid of the 
anti-democratic, anti-worker Temer gov-
ernment. Groups claiming to be socialists 
have shown a great deal of confusion in the 
face of the current truckers strike precisely 
because, as the revolutionary Trotskyists of 
the Liga Quarta-Internacionalista do Brasil 
have insisted, these pseudo-leftists are tail-
ing after the bourgeois blocs that are fight-
ing over who shall run the country.

Some, such as the PSTU (Partido So-
cialista dos Trabalhadores Unificado, or Uni-
fied Socialist Workers Party) and the trade-
union federation it leads (CSP-Conlutas), as 
well as the CST (Socialist Workers Current), 
simply proclaim “Total Support” to the truck 
drivers’ strike (Opinião Socialista No. 555, 
24 May, and the Declaration of Conlutas, 21 
May). These followers of the late Argentine 
pseudo-Trotskyist leader Nahuel Moreno are 
not particularly concerned about the right-
wing character of the current leaders of the 
truck drivers, seeing as they gave “left” cover 
to the rightist, anti-worker and bonapartist 
offensive that resulted in the impeachment 
of the PT president Dilma Rousseff and the 
installation of the government of Temer that 
with its labor “reform” has legalized slavery. 
More recently they practically applauded the 
arrest of Lula ordered by the bourgeoisie in 
order to prevent the PT’s historic leader from 
running in the October presidential elections.

On the other hand, the Workers Party, as 
well as the Brazil Popular Front and the Front 
of People Without Fear, linked to the PT, 
only promise a new edition of the “working 
people’s government” that for 13 years guar-
anteed stratospheric profits for the capitalists.

And then there is the curious case of the 
neo-Morenoites of the Movimento Revo-

Thousands of striking truck drivers set up hundreds of blockades on Brazil’s 
highways, throwing the country into turmoil as fuel supplies dwindled.

D
ivulgação
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The following Open Letter, was dis-
tributed as a leaflet the the Left Forum in 
New York City on June 1-3.

“Yet revolution is a supreme political 
act and those who want revolution must 
also want the means of achieving it, that 
is, political action, which prepares the 
ground for revolution and provides the 
workers with the revolutionary training 
without which they are sure to become 
the dupes of the Favres and Pyats [French 
bourgeois politicians] the morning after 
the battle. However, our politics must be 
working-class politics. The workers’ par-
ty must never be the tagtail of any bour-
geois party; it must be independent and 
have its goals and its own policy.”
–Karl Marx, “Apropos of Working-Class 
Political Action,” September 21, 1871
The Class Struggle Education League 

was founded in Fall 2017 by members 
of the Lowell/New Hampshire branch of 
Socialist Alternative (SAlt), the U.S. group 
in solidarity with the Committee for a 
Workers International (CWI). This Open 
Letter is by Danny K. and Mike G., for-
mer leading members of the branch who 
went on to found CSEL. After eight and 
five years in SAlt, respectively, our grow-
ing disagreements with the organization 
came to a head over its blatant tailing of the 
Bernie Sanders campaign. Participating in 
the opposition within SAlt to this class-
collaborationist policy, while becoming 
aware of the opposition’s own limits, led 
us to reexamine what Marxism, Leninism 
and Trotskyism really stand for.

This forced us “to face reality square-
ly,” as Trotsky writes in the Transitional 
Program. Within SAlt, members are given 
the idea that it is a revolutionary socialist 
party that only pretends to be a reform-
ist organization as a matter of tactics, to 
“reach people where their consciousness 
is at.” But hard experience revealed to us 
that SAlt isn’t any kind of revolutionary 
party at all.  Instead, it is an opportunist, 
social-democratic organization that con-
tinually tramples all over Marxism’s bed-
rock principle of proletarian political in-
dependence. Marx warned against being a 
“tagtail” to bourgeois parties – but that is 
exactly what SAlt does, and what it is. 

To put it another way, our experience as 
members led us to conclusion that Socialist 
Alternative is a thoroughly reformist group 
that, for tactical reasons, internally pretends 
to be a revolutionary party that is just pre-
tending to be reformist. We decided to make 
a decisive break from its program and per-
spectives, and resigned in September 2017. 
Intensive study and joint work have led to 
the decision by the Class Struggle Education 
League to fuse with the Internationalist 
Group (IG), U.S. section of the League for 
the Fourth International. We have published 
our statement, “Where We Come From and 
Where We Are Going” in The Internationalist 
(No. 51, March-April 2018) and on the IG’s 
website (internationalist.org). We will also 
be discussing this at the joint CSEL-IG pan-
el titled “Revolutionary Regroupment vs. 
‘Sanders Socialism’” at the Left Forum. 

We want to take this opportunity to go 

For a Revolutionary Party, Not the “Tagtail of Any Bourgeois Party”

An Open Letter to Socialist Alternative 
Oppositionists, Past and Present

over some of the key issues that led us to 
part ways with the CWI. We address this 
open letter to our former comrades in the 
SAlt opposition – some of whom are still 
within that organization, others of whom 
have dispersed to the four winds – as well as 
to any others seeking to draw lessons from 
the fight inside SAlt.

The “Bern Turn” –  
Bringing It All Home

From the very beginning of Bernie 
Sanders’ presidential bid it was clear that 
he was running to refurbish the credentials 
of the racist, capitalist Democratic Party. In 
September 2014 – the weekend after Seattle 
City Councilor and SAlt spokesperson 
Kshama Sawant urged him to run as an in-
dependent at the People’s Climate Summit in 
New York – Sanders spoke at the University 
of New Hampshire. We attended his appear-
ance, sat through a dreadful social-patriotic 
video and an only slightly less dreadful 
speech by Sanders, and spoke during the dis-
cussion period. Dutifully carrying out SAlt’s 
party line, we also urged him to run as an in-
dependent. In response, Sanders hemmed and 
hawed for a full thirty seconds before making 
it clear that he had always intended to run as 
a Democrat. And as the campaign continued, 
Sanders made it clear that he would endorse 
the Democrats’ candidate (Hillary Clinton) if 
and when he lost the nomination.

This was well understood and admitted 
even by SAlt’s leadership. Over and over, 
they argued that is wasn’t “about” Sanders. 
They insisted that all their pleas to Sanders to 
run as an independent, to run all the way to 
November 2016,1 etc., aimed to intervene in 
his campaign with “bold demands,” to “force 
the contradictions” to the benefit of Occupy-
influenced youth and dissatisfied workers 
who backed Sanders. What was the real con-
tradiction here? The one between claiming, 
in words, to be a socialist alternative to capi-
talist politics, while, in deeds, SAlt prettified 
and spread illusions in the capitalist politician 
Sanders as he did his job of ushering those 
youth and workers into the Democratic fold.

SAlt’s leadership would have us believe 
that their capitulation to the Sanders cam-
paign was nothing more than a clever tactical 
maneuver to break left-leaning voters from 
the Democrats, an attempt to actualize Len-
in’s well-known analogy in “Left-Wing Com-
munism”: An Infantile Disorder that offering 
critical support to a reformist candidate is like 
the support a rope offers to a hanged man. No 
– this was a cynical and deliberate blurring of 
1 As we finished writing this Open Letter, we saw 
that SAlt is up to it again, advising New York gu-
bernatorial candidate Cynthia Nixon that if she is 
defeated in the Democratic primary, she should 
run all the way to November on the Working 
Families Party ballot line (“Cynthia Nixon Chal-
lenges Establishment Democrats in New York 
State,” socialistalternative.org, 30 May). To top it 
all off, they are giving this advice to a bourgeois 
candidate who is notoriously anti-union, and was 
the spokesperson for keeping NYC’s exclusive 
Center School in a predominantly white school 
that has been the epicenter of a revolt against 
school integration on Manhattan’s Upper West 
Side (see “Free Market Racism: Segregated 
Schools, Gentrified Neighborhoods,” in Marx-
ism & Education No. 5, Summer 2018).

the class line. Lenin used this analogy when 
discussing the British Labour Party in 1920, 
as an example of communists giving critical 
electoral support to a party of the working 
class in order to win its base away from its 
reformist, pro-bourgeois leadership. This is 
diametrically opposed to tailing a bourgeois 
politician like Sanders who was running to 
be the candidate of the Democratic Party, the 
oldest and most experienced capitalist party 
on the planet.

To this end, SAlt helped create branch-
es of People for Bernie and launched its 
own Movement4Bernie. Also Students 
for Bernie, Labor for Bernie, you name 
it. They participated in and/or organized 
rallies for him (March for Bernie) in cit-
ies such as Boston, Chicago, Minneapolis, 
and Seattle. Working overtime to spread 
illusions in Sanders launching an “inde-
pendent” bourgeois candidacy, they called 
sometimes for a “Party of the 99%,” at 
others for a “People’s Party.” In some 
branches they phone-banked for him, in 
others they door-knocked. This culminated 
at the Democratic National Convention 
in Philadelphia, after Hillary Clinton was 
duly nominated, with SAlt members, one 
of them elected as a delegate (!), leading 
over a hundred Sanders delegates to rally 
for the Green Party’s candidate, Jill Stein 
(see “Inside the DNC Walkouts,” counter-
punch.org, 5 August 2016).

It was no accident that in line with all 
this, SAlt embraced the populist vocabulary 
of the “99%” used by Occupy and Sanders. 
This populist rhetoric is anti-Marxist, specifi-
cally bourgeois. Ever since the French Revo-
lution of 1789, the bourgeoisie and its follow-
ers have cloaked themselves in the language 
of the “people” and “the people’s party.” SAlt 
further developed its perspective of a “new 
party” in its 2016 U.S. Perspectives docu-
ment (socialistalternative.org, 11 July 2016). 
The document states outright that this party 
would be “likely to initially have a more pop-
ulist multi-class character rather than having 
a clearly pronounced working class charac-
ter.” The scrap of hedging about “initially” 
does not obscure the politics: SAlt proposes 
to build a “multi-class” party. Trotsky had 
a whole polemic in The Third International 
After Lenin about the impossibility of a “two-
class party.” The Marxist name for what SAlt 
is calling for is a bourgeois party. (Naturally, 
SAlt is part of the workshop sponsored by the 

“Movement for a People’s Party”, formerly 
“Draft Bernie,” at this year’s Left Forum – 
where social democrats will hold love-fests 
for pro-Democratic “Sanders socialism” be-
ginning with the Friday plenary addressed by 
Jane Sanders, as well as a Democratic NYC 
council member, etc.)

Opposition within Socialist Alternative 
grew as the entire logic of the “Bern turn” led 
to the organization to be ever more brazen 
and blatant in its ever-escalating capitulation 
to this bourgeois politician. At one point (in 
January 2016), there was a “Unity Opposition 
Statement” which we signed along with 101 
SAlt members against the National Commit-
tee’s policy which, the opposition statement 
said, “is qualitatively an endorsement of a 
Democratic Party politician, such endorse-
ment being incompatible with building an in-
dependent workers’ party.” True enough, but 
this opposition, as we wrote in our statement 
“Where We Come From and Where We Are 
Going,” was far from a solid revolutionary 
class opposition. Since then some have left 
SAlt in the direction of Maoism (the Austin, 
Texas branch), others joining the Green Party 
(Mobile, Alabama branch). One of the main 
groups of oppositionists (Worcester, Massa-
chusetts branch) stayed in SAlt despite the 
organization’s ever-increasing adaptation to 
the Democratic Party. We want to speak here 
to the various arguments that were presented 
by those who opposed the SAlt “Bern turn” 
but – in different ways – failed to address the 
central question: the class line.  

Without a real fight for the class inde-
pendence of the workers, talk of “tactics” is 
just a bunch of cynical excuses. As any Marx-
ist could predict, the “Bern turn” reinforced 
illusions in reforming capitalism through 
bourgeois electoral politics, and sowed con-
fusion with SAlt ranks. Many members and 
even at least one whole branch (Tennessee) 
took SAlt’s position to its logical conclusion 
and decamped to the Democratic Socialists 
of America (DSA). If you’re going to carry 
water for “progressive” Democrats, who 
needs the baggage of a self-styled Trotskyist 
organization? Surely, these former comrades 
must have thought to themselves, if we’re 
going to be the best Bernie-builders, why not 
go all the way with the DSA?

SAlt’s ploys and get-rich-quick schemes 
flew in the face of Marx’s warning. They ig-
nored Trotsky’s admonitions to “face reality 
squarely,” “call things by their right name” 
and “swim against the stream” in order to 
build a revolutionary leadership of the work-
ing class and all the oppressed. Instead, the 
SAlt leadership pandered to existing con-
sciousness, lying to workers and youth, and 
was a tagtail on a bourgeois party. It was 
class-collaborationism, pure and simple. We 
got fully and finally fed up with it – aren’t 
you? Breaking from the whole “method” and 
tradition of opportunism, we want to devote 
ourselves to building a genuine revolutionary 
a real Trotskyist party, one whose deeds go 
together with its words. That is the revolu-
tionary workers party that we need and are 
going to fight for as part of the IG/LFI.

continued on page 18
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On June 3, the Class Struggle Edu-
cation League, based in southern New 
Hampshire, and the Internationalist Group 
joined together in a single organization, the 
Internationalist Group, U.S. section of the 
League for the Fourth International. The 
fusion took place following a well-attend-
ed CSEL-IG panel on “Revolutionary Re-
groupment vs. ‘Sanders Socialism’” at the 
annual Left Forum in New York City. The 
panel was sharply counterposed to the Ber-
nie Sanders brand of Democratic Party lib-
eralism that dominated this year’s edition 
of the social-democratic confab. The previ-
ous day a panel by the Class Struggle Edu-
cation Workers on “Teacher Revolts Shake 
Labor” and “On the Front Lines Defending 
Immigrants” drew a standing-room-only 
crowd. The CSEW is a union tendency fra-
ternally allied with the IG. Also at the Fo-
rum, “An Open Letter to Socialist Alterna-
tive Oppositionists, Past and Present” (31 
May) by the CSEL was distributed. 

The CSEL-IG panel focused on the 
issues that led the Class Struggle Educa-
tion League toward fusing with the Inter-
nationalist Group, and what revolution-
ary regroupment means, from Lenin and 
Trotsky’s Bolsheviks to today. Speaking for 
the CSEL, Danny Keating, a steel worker, 
recounted that his first reading group study-
ing the Communist Manifesto was in the 
U.S. Army, which he had naively enlisted in 
as a young man. After the U.S. invaded Iraq 
in 2003, he decided he had to resist, leaving 
the military and looking for a communist 
group. After encountering the Maoist Revo-
lutionary Communist Party (“off-putting 
and strange”) he met Socialist Alternative 
(SAlt), which he believed was teaching 
working-class independence from the bour-
geoisie. Instead, he said, SAlt capitulated 
to existing consciousness, launching a new 
campaign every six months, never getting 
past Socialism 101 in its internal education 
of members, leading to high turnover, con-
fusion and disillusionment.

Disagreements began when the SAlt 
leadership truncated its call for “$15 and a 
Union” to “$15 Now,” because some liber-
als were uncomfortable with the union part. 
SAlt’s 2015 “turn” to campaigning for Ber-
nie Sanders was particularly cynical. The 
leadership called for Sanders to “campaign 
all the way to November” (as if that would 
make it okay to support a bourgeois politi-
cian) knowing full well that Sanders was 
never going to win, that he would support 
Hillary Clinton, that he would never break 
from the Democrats. They told the members 
to tailor their approach to those who follow-
ing the election of Trump have illusions in 
the Democrats, opposing only “corporate” 
and “establishment Democrats.” When the 
Democratic Socialists of America (DSA) 
grew exponentially after the elections, Ke-
ating said, SAlt leaders “were beaming. To 
them, this was confirmation that they should 
have watered down their program even 
more: ‘Imagine how big the left would be 
if only we had lied to people a little more’,” 
they figured. 

The New Hampshire branch of Social-
ist Alternative said it would engage with 
Sanders supporters, but wouldn’t lie to 

Class Struggle Education League 
Fuses with Internationalist Group

them. The speaker contrasted the program 
and action of the League for the Fourth In-
ternational with that of SAlt’s parent body, 
the Committee for a Workers International, 
which grew out of the Militant tendency 
of the British Labour Party. “The CWI’s 
Labour reformism and sewer socialism is 
nothing but sowing illusions and diverting 
energy from what is really needed,” name-
ly building a tight-knit revolutionary party, 
not opportunistically adapting to the out-
look of what they would call “newly radi-
calized layers,” meaning young people that 
they “could lie to from the start,” said Ke-
ating. So after breaking with SAlt, “we hit 
the books again,” seeing that “in this peri-
od of splits and fusions,” many opportunist 
outfits are busting apart while people “are 
striving to find an organization that actu-
ally seeks to overthrow this rotten system.”

Mike Gath, also speaking on behalf 
of the CSEL, emphasized the importance 
of the writings of James P. Cannon. “In 
Socialist Alternative the beginning of the 
end” came after reading (or in his case, 
re-reading) Cannon’s Struggle for a Pro-
letarian Party, about the 1939-40 struggle 
against the anti-Soviet petty-bourgeois op-
position inside the then-Trotskyist Social-
ist Workers Party. Clearly there was a dis-
crepancy between the revolutionary party 
Cannon talked about and Socialist Alterna-
tive’s claims. It took a couple more years 
of fighting for the comrades who would 
go on to found the CSEL to come to the 
conclusion that when they talked about the 
need for a party, they weren’t speaking the 
same language as the SAlt leadership, or 
others in the opposition. “What it meant for 
us was a class-struggle, revolutionary van-
guard party – not a ‘mass socialist party,’ 
not a ‘party of the 99%,’ not a ‘people’s 
party.’ No, we need a Leninist revolution-
ary vanguard party, as a sign here says, 
to reforge the Fourth International as the 
world party of socialist revolution, ham-
mered out on programmatic agreement.” 

Gath underlined the importance of 
Lenin’s statement in What Is To Be Done? 
that the role of the revolutionary is not 
to be a trade-union secretary but to be a 
tribune, or champion of the oppressed. 
So they threw themselves into struggles 
for trans rights and gay rights, as well as 
highlighting the fight for black liberation, 
not always a simple task in an area where 
the black population is statistically quite 
small. The black question is key to revo-
lution in the United States, and the CSEL 
endorsed the program of revolutionary in-
tegrationism put forward by Richard Fra-
ser in the SWP during the 1950s against the 
perspective of black nationalism, which 
in practice often meant tailing after black 
Democrats. At a conference in Connecti-
cut held by Socialist Action (a split-off 
from the SWP which has a black national-
ist line), a spokesperson for the Malcolm 
X Grassroots Network responded to criti-
cism that it was getting “too close to the 
Democratic Party” by saying no, they were 
and always had been Democrats. (Socialist 
Action had nothing to say in response.) In 
February, the CSEL held a second annual 
black history forum together with speak-
ers from the IG and Revolutionary Inter-
nationalist Youth, highlighting Ona Judge, 
the former slave of George Washington 
who escaped to New Hampshire. 

The CSEL speaker stressed that revo-
lutionary integrationism “means that the 
oppression of the black population can-
not be solved before a socialist revolution. 
There is no reforming racism away.” He 
noted the CWI’s adaptation to social-chau-
vinism coming out of the Labour Party, 
adding, “you can see the same thing in the 
Bernie Sanders campaign: the idea that to 
work on issues like $15 Now that appeal to 
everyone regardless of race is how you’re 
going to forge unity across racial lines. But 
that kind of reformist approach doesn’t get 
to the root of eradicating the material ba-
sis for black oppression.” Finally, “one of 

the key things that led us to this room was 
re-reading Trotsky’s Transitional Program, 
encapsulated in the sentence that ‘the his-
torical crisis of mankind is reduced to the 
crisis of revolutionary leadership.’ So what 
kind of party? A party that is the memory 
of the working class, a tribune of the peo-
ple, tempered in class struggle.” 

The CSEL checked out several left 
groups. They spoke with Left Voice, an 
Internet outlet linked with the Fracción 
Trotskista internationally. Gath noted: 
“When we met with them, it was sort of, 
‘Hi, how are you. I don’t want to join a me-
dia project, I want to join a Leninist van-
guard party.’” The CSEL rejected LV also 
for its refusal to defend North Korea and its 
tailing after the DSA. About the Spartacist 
League/International Communist League 
(SL/ICL), of which Gath had been a mem-
ber as a teenager, he noted the SL’s thesis 
about a post-Soviet historic retrogression 
in working-class consciousness, which it 
uses to claim that the working class today 
is too backward to be mobilized on the 
basis of Trotsky’s Transitional Program. 
So then what is the task today? he asked. 
“SAlt said you have to go further into re-
formism. The SL in practice retreated into 
a kind of abstract propagandism. In both 
cases, these are reasons not to intervene 
in the class struggle fighting for a revolu-
tionary program, which is what we want to 
do.” He concluded: “So what brought us to 
the Internationalist Group? It comes down 
to a motto of the Brazilian comrades, that 
there should be a coherence of words and 
deeds. We thought that was really impor-
tant. We wanted to bring our actions into 
line with our instincts.” 

Charlie Morán, a member of the In-
ternationalist Group and a founder of Tra-
bajadores Internacionales Clasistas (Class 
Struggle International Workers), spoke of 
the experience of organizing immigrant 
workers, including at the Hot and Crusty 
bakery where workers won a union hiring 
hall after 55 days on the picket line (and 
where he was subsequently fired for his 
union activity). He cited the work lead-
ing to the unionization of several hundred 
workers at B&H Photo & Video. Seeking 
to bust the union, management shut down 
its New York City warehouses, but the store 
workers (whose ranks include members of 
TIC) still have a union. In particular, he 
emphasized that while many ostensible 
Trotskyists have abandoned the Transition-
al Program, for the IG and TIC, “it is our 
program, our guide for daily work.” 

Morán pointed to the action of the 
Brazilian comrades in winning and defend-
ing the six-hour workday at the giant CSN 
steel plant. In 1999 they sparked a strike by 
the Rio de Janeiro teachers union demand-
ing freedom for class war prisoner Mumia 
Abu-Jamal. This was followed the next day 
by the action of longshore workers in the 
U.S. shutting down ports up and down the 
West Coast for the same demand. Looking 
to Mexico he pointed out that in 1999, the 
Grupo Internacionalista started out with 
only two comrades, but in the strike at the 
National University against attempts to 

At April 30 protest in Philadelphia in defense of class-war prisoner Mumia 
Abu-Jamal, supporters of the Class Struggle Education League join with the 
Internationalist Group and Revolutionary Internationalist Youth in calling to 
“Mobilize Workers Power to Free Mumia” and for “Black Liberation through 
Socialist Revolution!”

Jessica G
riffin/The P

hiladelphia Inquirer
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Support is growing for union activist 
and Grupo Internacionalista spokesman 
Dr. Arturo Villalobos, his wife Patricia Mé-
ndez and their family, who were the target 
of a vicious torture attack on their teenage 
son Nizván in their home in Oaxaca, Mex-
ico on May 7. Nizván is now recovering 
after having been released from the hos-
pital and the family is safe. What follows 
is a brief report on the solidarity activities. 
An expanded account will be available on 
the website of the Internationalist Group/
League for the Fourth International, www.
internationalist.org. 

Oaxaca: A demonstration of soli-
darity was held in the city of Oaxaca on 
Thursday, May 10 that brought out 80 
people who marched to the Zócalo (cen-
tral square) denouncing the repression 
against Arturo Villalobos and also against 
compañeros who were imprisoned follow-
ing the election boycott of June 2015. The 
march was sponsored by Section 22 (Oax-
aca) of the National Coordinating Commit-
tee of Education Workers (CNTE). In the 
photo to the right, Arturo is speaking on 
the microphone. GI banner says: “Against 
Bourgeois Repression, Class-Struggle Mo-
bilization.” His sign calls to forge a revolu-
tionary workers party.  

A video of the March 10 Oaxaca march 
can be seen at: https://www.facebook.com/
LevjanTarira/videos/10216344050224003

Protests Denounce Torture Attack on  
Family of Left and Labor Activists in Mexico

Portland: Simultaneously, a protest 
was held in the United States outside the 
Mexican Consulate in Portland, Oregon. 
Among those attending were members 
of the Ironworkers, Painters, Stagehands, 
Operating Engineers and Writers Guild 
unions, along with members of the Voz day 
laborers’ center. 

At the end of the demonstration a 
motion of solidarity with Dr. Villalobos 
from the International Alliance of Theat-
rical Stage Employees (IATSE) Local 28, 
passed in a special union meeting the day 
before, was read via a telephone hook-up 
to the demonstrators in Oaxaca:

During the protest, Univisión Portland 
did a video interview with a spokesman for 
the Internationalist Group, which can be 
seen at: https://www.facebook.com/Univis
ionPDX/videos/1657346990997904/ 

Later on Thursday, Local 1503 of the 
United Brotherhood of Carpenters in Port-
land passed a second solidarity motion. On 
May 15, the Painters Union Local 10 also 
passed a motion denouncing the torture at-
tack on the family of steadfast unionists.

Los Angeles: Another solidarity ac-
tion was held in Los Angeles, California on 
Saturday, May 12, where activists handed 
out fliers and gave impromptu speeches 
about the repression in Oaxaca in the city’s 
center of Mexican culture. Members of 
the California Faculty Association and 

Amalgamated Tran-
sit Union participated 
along with students 
from Pasadena City 
College.

Oaxaca: Also 
on Saturday, the 
State Assembly of 
Section 22 of the 
CNTE in Oaxaca ap-
proved a motion de-
claring: 

“Agreed, to pro-
vide political and 
legal support to Dr. 
Arturo Villalobos 

Ordóñez, member of the Grupo Interna-
cionalista and a worker in the public health 
sector, as well as to his family, who were 
targets of an onslaught by the state, ran-
sacking their home and physically and psy-
chologically torturing their adolescent son 
Nizván Villalobos Méndez, we demand an 
end to state terrorism and punishment of 
those guilty of carrying it out.”  

The motion is No. 29 in a list of deci-
sions by the State Assembly, available on-
line at: http://www.cencos22oaxaca.org/
wp-content/uploads/2018/05/Acuerdos-
AE-12-de-mayo-de-2018.pdf   

Section 22 has also carried coverage 
of the solidarity actions on its Facebook 
page at: https://www.facebook.com/cenco-
s22oaxaca/

Boston: On Sunday morning, May 
13, a solidarity demonstration was held 
outside the Mexican consulate in Boston 
by the Class Struggle Education League. 
Members of the Teamsters and Machinists 
unions participated.

A video of the powerful speech by 
Mike G. of the CSEL is available on-line 
at: https://www.facebook.com/comrade.
keating/videos/2092923290737122/Uzpf-
STEwMDAwMDU4NDE1NTkxNzoyM-
DkyOTMyNjI0MDY5NTIy/

New York: At noon on Sunday, a 
protest called by the Internationalist Group 
was held in front of the Consulate General 
of Mexico in New York 
City that drew more than 
40 participants. In addi-
tion to the IG, attendees 
included members of 
the Revolutionary Inter-
nationalist Youth, Class 
Struggle Education 
Workers, Trabajadores 
Internacionales Clasistas 
(Class Struggle Interna-
tional Workers), Run-
ning for Ayotzinapa, La 
Otra NY and the Laun-
dry Workers Center. 
There were union mem-

bers from the United Federation of Teach-
ers, AFSCME District 37, Professional 
Staff Congress-CUNY, Taxi Workers Alli-
ance and Teamsters.

 Despite a steady rain, the protest last-
ed for well over an hour, with a number of 
speeches. Demonstrators chanted “¡Ayo-
tzinapa, Oaxaca – fue el estado!” (From 
Ayotzinapa to Oaxaca, it was the state), 
referring to the kidnapping of the 43 teach-
ers college students in 2014 and pointing to 
the hand of the authorities behind the latest 
gangster attack. A sign proclaimed, “Hands 
Off the Heroic Medics of Nochixtlán,” re-
ferring to the action of Dr. Arturo Villalo-
bos in leading a team of health workers 
who defied a police cordon to bring medi-
cal attention to the surviving victims of the 
19 June 2016 police massacre in that  Oax-
acan town. Emphasizing the importance of 
international workers solidarity, the pro-
testers noted that repression in Mexico is 
“made in U.S.A.” As the protest ended, the 
demonstrators called out, “Arturo’s family, 
we are with you.”  

 A partial video of the end of the demo is 
available on the site of Victor Cabrera News 
at: https://www.facebook.com/VCNTuCa-
nal/videos/2066482103677704/?t=111 

 Thanks to the compañeras and com-
pañeros of Running for Ayotzinapa, a full 
video (1 hour 15 minutes) of the demon-
stration is available online at: https://www.

Demonstrators outside Mexican consulate in New York May 13 protest against attack on activists in Oaxaca.

Internationalist photo

Protest at Mexican consulate in Portland, May 10. Protest at Pueblo de Los Angeles Monument, May 12.
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MAY 8 – Around noon on Monday, May 
7, thugs entered the house of comrade 
Dr. Arturo Villalobos Ordóñez and his 
wife, Patricia Méndez Jiménez in Oaxaca, 
Mexico. Both are prominent oppositional 
activists in the movement of health workers 
against government “reforms” that are 
gutting Mexico’s public health system. Not 
finding our comrade there, the attackers 
brutally tortured and beat the couple’s 
adolescent son, Nizván, and proceeded to 
ransack the house. As the thugs left, they 
slashed him and struck the teenager’s 
head, leaving him unconscious. When his 
mother returned home she found her son 
semi-conscious. Nizván is currently in the 
hospital recovering and undergoing tests 
for injuries to the head (in addition to the 
blow, his head was submerged in water) 
and neck (from being dragged by a rope). 

Arturo Villalobos is a well-known 
spokesman in Oaxaca for the Grupo In-
ternacionalista, Mexican section of the 
League for the Fourth International, and 
a member of the GI’s Executive Commit-
tee. In addition, the attackers asked the 
whereabouts of two other family mem-
bers who are also members of the GI. 
The assault was clearly a political act of 
repression directed against the GI. Earlier, 
in February, menacing phone calls had 
been received by family members and in 
March there was a break-in at the house. 
This followed the arrest of Paty and an ar-
rest order against Arturo on trumped-up 
charges in July 2017, and threats of legal 
action a year earlier. 

A formal denunciation of the crime is 
being made, and an investigation by hu-
man rights groups is underway. A press 
conference denouncing the vicious attack 
was held this morning at the headquarters 
of Oaxaca’s militant teachers union, Sec-
tion XXII of the CNTE (National Coordi-
nating Committee of Education Workers), 
with which the dissident health work-
ers and the Grupo Internacionalista have 

URGENT CALL FOR SOLIDARITY CAMPAIGN
Brutal Torture of Son of Grupo 

Internacionalista Leader in Oaxaca

worked closely during struggles over the last 
two years. This coming Thursday, May 9, 
Section XXII and health workers have called 
a mobilization in the city of Oaxaca to de-
nounce the vicious attack.

We are calling on comrades and friends 
to launch an urgent campaign of workers 
solidarity with Dr. Arturo Villalobos and his 
family and of denunciation of this vile act of 
political repression. Declarations by unions 
would be particularly welcome. 

We do not know at this time who per-
petrated this heinous assault. Recently, 
our comrade Arturo was a main leader of 
a two-month work stoppage which the 
corporatist SNTSA (Health Department 
Workers), a pseudo-union which acts as 
labor police for the government, sought to 
shut down. But as the attached press state-
ment by the Grupo Internacionalista notes, 
whoever carried out the attack, everything 
points to one conclusion: fue el estado (it 
was the state), as protesters chanted over 

the 2014 disappearance of 43 teachers col-
lege students from Ayotzinapa.

BACKGROUND: In addition to the in-
formation in the GI press release, it should 
be noted that the comrades have been targets 
of state repression going back to the Oaxaca 
uprising of 2006, when Arturo treated many 
protesters attacked by police. Ten years lat-
er, in 2016, Dr. Villalobos organized and led 
the courageous action by Oaxaca doctors in 
defying a police blockade to provide medi-
cal assistance to the surviving victims of the 
police massacre in Nochixtlán, Oaxaca on 
19 June 2016 that left eleven dead during 
the militant three-month teachers strike. Not 
long after, the threats of legal action by the 
state attorney general began. 

Also significant is the fact that the 
Grupo Internacionalista in Oaxaca was re-
cently attacked by supporters of Morena 
(Movement of National Regeneration), the 
bourgeois populist party of Andrés Manuel 
López Obrador. During the May Day march 

facebook.com/Running43ayotzinapa/videos
/2125927884345817/ 

 On this video a recounting of this attack 
on labor and left activists in Oaxaca and the 
history of repression in Mexico by Sándor 
of the CSEW begins at 0:17:25. The mov-
ing remarks by Antonio Tizapa, whose son 
Antonio was one of the 43 teachers college 
students from Ayotzinapa abducted in Sep-
tember 2014, begins at 0:31:00. The stirring 
speech by Antonio of Trabajadores Interna-
cionales Clasistas emphasizing the need for 
international workers revolution begins at 
0:47:00. A spokesman for the Internationalist 
Group noted that on May Day the GI banner 
calling for no to all the bourgeois parties – 
PRI, PAN, PRD and Morena – was attacked 
by supporters of Morena, underscoring the 
importance of the LFI’s struggle to forge 
revolutionary workers parties in Mexico, the 
U.S. and around the world. 

Brazil: In Brazil, thanks to the action 
of the Comitê de Luta Classista, union ten-

dency affiliated with the Liga Quarta-In-
ternacionalista do Brasil (LQB), section of 
the League for the Fourth International, the 
teachers union of the state of Rio de Janei-
ro (SEPE-RJ) put an appeal for solidarity 
with Dr. Villalobos on its website, avail-
able at: http://seperj.org.br/ver_noticia.php
?cod_noticia=20474. Over the years, 
teachers unions in Rio (SEPE) and Oaxa-
ca (CNTE) have mutually supported each 
other’s struggles due to the efforts of the 
GI in Mexico and the LQB in Brazil.

Germany: The denunciation of 
the torture attack on left and labor activists 
in Oaxaca has also had an effect in Europe. 
LabourNet Germany published on May 11 
a translation of the appeal for a campaign 
of solidarity by the Internationalistische 
Gruppe, German section of the LFI at:  
http://www.labournet.de/interventionen/so
lidaritaet/solidaritaet-gegen-den-brutalen-
ueberfall-auf-familie-und-haus-eines-link-
en-aktivisten-in-mexiko/ 

Press conference, May 8, at headquarters of Section XXII, CNTE, the combative 
teachers union in Oaxaca, Mexico, denouncing the vile torture of the teenage 
son of Dr. Arturo Villalobos (second from right), a prominent leader of 
dissident health workers and spokesman for the Grupo Internacionalista.

From the Grupo Internacionalist 
press release: “While they were 
torturing the teenager, they asked 
about the political activities of 
his father, of his mother and of 
two other family members, who 
are also members of the Grupo 
Internacionalista. They also asked 
him about his sister, an eleven-
year-old girl. In addition they 
threatened him, telling him that if 
he said anything they would kill his 
father, would “rip out his heart” and 
would mutilate his legs, meanwhile 
showing him photos of people with 
their extremities crushed. Then with 
a sharp blade they slashed his shirt 
and wounded him superficially. 
When his mother found him, he was 
semi-conscious.”

last Tuesday, Morena activists attacked the 
GI banner that called for opposition to all 
capitalist parties, including the ruling PRI, 
PAN, PRD and Morena. There are vari-
ous reports of cooperation by the PRI state 
government of Alejandro Murat and More-
na in the lead-up to July 1 elections. n

And the leftist daily Junge Welt (14 
May) published an article on the “Bru-
tal Attack in Mexico” at: https://www.
jungewelt.de/artikel/332385.brutaler-
%C3%BCberfall-in-oaxaca.html 

On Monday, the same day the Junge 
Welt article appeared, striking student work-
ers (TV-Stud) in the universities in Berlin, 
Germany responded to 
the appeal for solidar-
ity by the International-
istische Gruppe, German 
section of the LFI, by 
gathering with signs call-
ing for solidarity with 
Arturo Villalobos and his 
family.

Then on Tuesday, 
May 15, when a delega-
tion of TV-Stud strikers 
visited the strike of hospi-
tal workers in Berlin, now 
in its 35th day, they all 
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gathered for an impressive show of solidar-
ity. The signs read: “Brutal Attack in Oax-
aca. For International Workers Solidarity 
with Dr. Arturo Villalobos and His Family.” 

Articles on the attack against Dr. 
Villalobos’ family have also been pub-
lished in the on-line media outlets of the 
Fracción Trotskista, Left Voice in the 

Protest at Mexican consulate in Boston, May 13.
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U.S. (at: http://www.leftvoice.org/Oaxaca-
Barbaric-Attack-on-Son-of-a-Socialist-
Activist) and Klasse gegen Klasse in Ger-
many (at:  https://www.klassegegenklasse.
org/oaxaca-sohn-eines-sozialistischen-akti
visten-brutal-gefoltert/). The Revolution-
ary Communist International Tendency has 
also published a statement of solidarity  on 
its website at: https://www.thecommunists.
net/worldwide/latin-america/protest-
against-brutal-torture-of-son-of-socialist-
leader-in-mexico/

Tlacolula, Oaxaca: Finally, one 
of the most important and powerful dem-
onstrations of solidarity is from fellow 
health workers, Dr. Villalobos’ colleagues 
in Tlacolula, Oaxaca. They issued a “pro-
nunciamiento”  (declaration) with over 
200 individual signatures declaring their 
“total support” for the family and de-
nouncing the government’s attempts to 
silence critics who oppose its health care 
“reforms” that aim at the privatization and 
destruction of the public health system. 
This is doubly important because these 
workers, along with those in the Civil 
Hospital in Oaxaca City, were some of the 
most militant sectors that rebelled against 
the attempts by leaders of the corporat-
ist “union” to end the recent two-month 
strike in which Dr. Villalobos and other 
Grupo Internacionalista militants played a 
leading role, and which is certainly a key 

reason for the recent torture attack. 
The text of their letter reads (transla-

tion): 
Tlacolula de Matamoros, Oaxaca, 14 
May 2018
SUBJECT: Declaration
TO ALL WORKERS OF THE PUBLIC 
HEALTH SECTOR
DELIVERED BY HAND 
   We the undersigned, RANK-AND-
FILE WORKERS of the federal em-
ployees chapter of Section 35 of the 
National Union of Workers of the De-
partment of Health (SNTSA), hereby 
DECLARE our total support for our 
colleague Dr. ARTURO VILLALO-
BOS ORDÓÑEZ, and CONDEMN all 
acts of violence and REPRESSION 
committed against him and his family, 
principally against his son Nizván Vil-
lalobos Méndez, who was the victim of 
a brutal attack on May 7 of this year in 
his own home.
     Such cowardly acts are only evi-
dence of the fear of those who wish 
to silence the voices of all who dare 
question the Government and the 
corrupt system in which we find our-
selves, in the face of the demands 
that we, as health sector workers, are 
making about the lack of infrastruc-
ture, supplies, financial and human 
resources, which reflects the disman-
tling of public health services in order 
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to open the way for the private sector. 
For these reasons, the government is 
resorting to cowardly acts as it des-
perately seeks to put the brake on any 
kind of demands and mobilization. 
For the above reasons, the members of 
this union chapter join in supporting 
and standing with our colleague in this 
time of trial he has had to go through, 
while demanding JUSTICE and the im-
mediate cessation of all cowardly acts 
of harassment against Dr. Arturo Vil-
lalobos and the members of his family.
     At the same time, we appeal to all 
workers of the health sector to show sol-
idarity with the compañero, because an 
attack on one is an attack on all.
    For the unity of the rank-and-file 
workers!
      Stop state violence!
Sincerely,
Licenciado Rusbelth Pascual León 
Union Delegate
Nurse Rosa María Pérez Martínez 
Union Deputy Delegate 
The document bears the signatures of 

more than 200 health workers from Tla-
colula.

As we have indicated, the assault on 
Dr. Villalobos’ 16-year-old son was carried 
out by professionals, trained in torture. 
This is part of an intensifying campaign of 
police repression against leftists and inde-
pendent workers organizations in Mexico 

Striking hospital workers and student workers in Berlin, Germany show 
solidarity with Arturo Villalobos and his family in Oaxaca, Mexico, May 15.

Grupo Internacionalista banner was attacked on May Day by supporters of 
Morena, the bourgeois populist party led by Andrés Manuel López Obrador.

(Left) March in city of Oaxaca, May 10, to denounce the gangster attack on the family of Arturo Villalobos (speaking with microphone) and Patricia 
Méndez. (Right) Letter signed by more than 200 colleagues from Tlacolula, Oaxaca, declaring their support for Dr. Villalobos against this repression.

as the presidential election campaign heats 
up. Particularly targeted is the combative 
Oaxaca teachers union, Section 22 of the 
CNTE, which has suffered firings, attempt-
ed arrests using phony judicial orders, and 
the assassination on January 15 of Mario 
Vallejo, the head of the union at Technical 
High School No. 50 in Juchitán, Oaxaca, 
which was one of the bastions of the 2016 
strike. The union is currently deliberating 
on calling an unlimited strike. 

Who is responsible for such vile attacks 
is clear – as with the Ayotzinapa 43, It was 
the capitalist state. This underscores the ur-
gent need for a campaign of international 
workers solidarity against the bourgeois 
repression. In the face of escalating state 
terror we urge defenders of democratic and 
workers rights to send declarations of sup-
port for Dr. Arturo Villalobos and his family 
to the Grupo Internacionalista/México at: 
grupointernacionalista@yahoo.com.mx. An 
injury to one is an injury to all.  

The family of Arturo Villalobos and 
Patricia Méndez has been encouraged by 
and would like to thank all those in Oaxaca 
and around the world who have shown sup-
port that has greatly raised their spirits in 
these trying conditions. The outpouring of 
solidarity has shown that they are not alone.
League for the Fourth International  
18 May 2018
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On May Day 2018, the inter-
national workers day, the 

Internationalist Group together 
with comrades of the Class 
Struggle Education League 
(CSEL) from New Hampshire, 
Revolutionary Internationalist 
Youth (RIY), the CUNY Inter-
nationalist Clubs, Class Struggle 
Education Workers (CSEW) 
and Tabajadores Internaciona-
les Clasistas (TIC) organized a 
contingent of more than 50 dem-
onstrators in the annual May 
Day march from Union Square 
in New York City. The Interna-
tionalist contingent was the larg-
est on the march and was very 
visible, both at the starting point 
and at the destination in Foley 
Square, where it formed a semi-
circle with its flags, banners and 
signs.

The Internationalists led off 
with six red flags with the hammer, sickle 
and “4” symbol of Leon Trotsky’s Fourth 
International. The lead banner called for 
“Workers Action to Stop Deportations” 
as well as “Full Citizenship Rights for All 
Immigrants.” A second called to “Fight 
Trump … and the Democrats” and to 
“Build a Revolutionary Workers Party.” 
This was followed by the banner of Tra-
bajadores Internacionales Clasistas, the 
immigrant workers group fraternally allied 
with the IG.  Additional banners called for 
“Plenos derechos de ciudadanía para todos 
los inmigrantes,” “Down with Anti-Immi-
grant Racism and Bigotry” and “Smash the 
Capitalist State – Workers to Power.” The 
Internationalist contingent stood out not 
only for its size but also for its organiza-
tion.

Chants for the demonstration in-
cluded “Defend Syria, Defeat U.S. impe-
rialism,” “Asian, Latin, black and white, 
Workers of the world, unite,”  “Luchar, 

vencer, Obreros al poder” (Fight to win, 
workers to power) and, referring to the 
recent teachers strikes, “West Virginia, 
Oklahoma, Colorado, Arizona, How 
about New York? Smash the Taylor Law!” 
Also “Not Trump, Not Democrats, Build a 
workers party!” Underscoring the struggle 
against police murder, marchers chanted 
“Stephon Clark, Saheed Vassell, Michael 
Brown, Shut the whole system down!” In 
a call-and-response chant they listed the 
names of two dozen victims of the racist 
killer cops. Students at the City Univer-
sity of New York called for “CIA, Out of 
CUNY Now!” And the slogan of the TIC 
was particularly popular, “Ni ilegales, ni 
criminales, somos obreros internaciona-
les” (Neither illegal nor criminal, we are 
international workers).

There were several rallies around 
the city on May 1, both at Union Square, 
where around 300 leftists gathered, and 
at Washington Square, where workers 

centers, syndicalists (IWW) and various 
social democrats brought out a couple 
hundred in the early afternoon, and later 
several city unions (SEIU 32BJ, DC37, 
LIUNA) drew a reported 500 in the eve-
ning to hear various labor bureaucrats and 
Democrats. The DSA (Democratic So-
cialists of America) marched from Union 
Square back to the pro-Democratic Party 
event in Washington Square. Overall, the 
rallies were small, as they have been in re-
cent years, with the union leaderships in-
sisting on their own events separate from 
the left. More than 150 copies of The In-
ternationalist were sold at the rallies and 
marches. 

A particularly infuriating aspect of 
the protests was how Democratic mayor 
De Blasio’s NYPD confined the march of 
several hundred demonstrators to the side-
walks for the entire length of the route, en-
forced by a moving wall of bike cops. Last 
year, police threatened to arrest the entire 

demonstration, and ended up ar-
resting 32 protesters.

After the march, the Inter-
nationalists held a social in a 
Midtown bar where several doz-
en of the participants and others 
relaxed, including with revolu-
tionary and workers songs from 
Latin America, the U.S. and the 
Bolshevik Revolution, conclud-
ing with the singing of the Inter-
nationale. 

A key factor in building the 
Internationalist contingent was 
the participation of supporters 
of the CSEL, who traveled from 
New Hampshire to participate 
in the April 30 demonstration in 
Philadelphia demanding freedom 
for Mumia Abu-Jamal, and to join 
in the New York City May Day 
march. The Internationalist con-
tingent was also the largest single 
group in the Philly demo. Two 

comrades from the Internationalist Group/
Portland and Class Struggle Workers – Port-
land (CSWP), former leading activists in the 
IWW, traveled from the West Coast to par-
ticipate in the mobilizations, selling, march-
ing and passing on their own experiences in 
the class struggle.

At the social, Mike from the CSEL 
expressed pride in the mobilization and 
underscored the perspective of an early 
fusion between the Class Struggle Educa-
tion League and the Internationalist Group, 
U.S. section of the League for the Fourth 
International. A spokesman for the IG em-
phasized the importance of the contingent 
in fighting for class independence and a 
proletarian revolutionary program at a time 
when virtually the entire left is tailing after 
the Democratic Party, both in the “wom-
en’s marches” and the mobilization for gun 
control. In conclusion, as the Trotskyists 
chanted on May 1, “Long live May Day, 
Workers to power!” ■ 

LOS ANGELES – There were three 
demos/marches in Los Angeles. The In-
ternationalist Group mobilized for the 
third one, in the afternoon – the most 
left-wing march, organized by Union del 
Barrio. The IG marched together with 
around two dozen people, headed up by 
Transport Workers Against Deportations 
and including students and supporters, 
in a militant, class-struggle formation, 
politically counterposed to the “people 
power,” popular-frontist politics of the 
organizers. 

The first march, in the morning, 
that started off at Pershing Square and 
marched to the Federal Building was the 
“official” march blessed by the mayor, 
the Democrats and the L.A. Federation 
of Labor. There were some union contin-
gents (Teamsters, Roofers, SEIU among 
others), but they seemed to be largely 
composed of labor bureaucrats. In addi-
tion, there were various immigrant rights 
coalitions and social-democratic groups, 
the largest being Democratic Socialists 
of America.

A second rally put on by the Party 
of Socialism and Liberation (PSL) and 
its ANSWER Coalition was a pathetic 
event of only about 30 people, soaked in 
American flags (they had a giant Stars-
and-Stripes draped over the podium 
from which they spoke). 

For the afternoon march, a group of 
students came from Pasadena City Col-
lege, where many had been handing out 
fliers and making signs with the PCC In-
ternationalist Club in the days leading up 

to May Day. The transport workers arrived 
shortly after and raised their two banners 
(in English and Spanish) calling for full 
citizenship rights for all immigrants and 
to unionize immigrant workers. Most 

of the workers wore bright red union-
printed shirts with “Transport Workers 
Against Deportations” on the front and 
“La lucha obrera no tiene fronteras” on 
the back. 

We built a formation with the 
transport workers front and center, to-
gether with students and supporters. 
A speaker for the transport workers 
talked about how immigrants, black 
people and other targets of racist ter-
ror are not just victims, but as workers 
have the power to shut it down, and to 
unleash that power in defense of immi-
grants and all of the oppressed, work-
ers. He emphasized the need to break 
from the Democrats and build a work-
ers party. Thereupon march organizers 
scrambled to get their sound system set 
up and told everyone to gather around 
the truck with the speakers.  

The speeches from the truck included 
the usual reformist appeals to cross-class 
unity of “the people,” and promoting the 
illusion that justice is possible under capi-
talism.  After they chanted “No justice, no 
peace”, we responded with “Only revo-
lution can bring justice!” A right-winger 
caused a ruckus near the truck, trying to 
disrupt the demo. The police handcuffed 
an immigrant Workers World supporter, 
but were later forced to let him go. Cops 

Internationalist demonstrators at the assembly point of NYC May Day 2018 march in Union Square. 

Internationalist photo

Internationalist Group marched in Los Angeles with Transport Workers 
Against Deportations and students  at L.A. May Day 2018 demonstration. 
The transport workers mobilized in January to protest threat of deportation 
of Salvadoran immigrants and in February against I.C.E. raids.

continued on page 22
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By Jack Heyman
We reprint below an ar-

ticle first published in Coun-
terPunch (1 May 2018).

May Day 2018 is the 
tenth anniversary of the long-
shore strike against the wars 
in Iraq and Afghanistan which 
shut down all West Coast 
ports from the Canadian to the 
Mexican border to demand 
the immediate withdrawal of 
U.S. troops. The shutdown 
and protest by members of the 
International Longshore and 
Warehouse Union (ILWU) 
was a stunning show of labor’s 
power and a call to action ad-
dressed to other unions and 
anti-war activists and drew 
much attention and support 
in the Bay Area and Seattle. 
It was the first strike action 
by U.S. workers against a U.S. imperialist 
war in 90 years.

And the effect of the 2008 strike con-
tinues to this day. On May Day 2015, ILWU 
Local 10 shut down the Port of Oakland 
and marched to Oscar Grant Plaza in front 
of City Hall demanding “Stop Police Ter-
ror.” Last year the Longshore Caucus, with 
delegates representing all West Coast ports, 
voted to stop work every May Day, the in-
ternational workers day. This year the port 
workers are protesting in particular the po-
lice killing of Stephon Clark in Sacramento 
and Saheem Tindle, gunned down by BART 
police in West Oakland. Yet, when directed 
by the highest body in the union’s longshore 
division to take unified Coast action, the 
ILWU International officers have not mobi-
lized the membership into action. 

In 2008, the marquee on the Grand Lake 
Theater in Oakland proclaimed: “We salute 
the longshoremen’s May Day strike to protest 
the criminal occupation of Iraq.” Few unions 
aside from ILWU longshoremen actually 
took any action that day, but postal workers 
held “moments of silence”. The faculty union 
at the largest public university, the City Uni-
versity of New York (CUNY) called events 
in solidarity with the longshore workers. 
Unions from around the world sent messages 
of solidarity, as did the Vermont and South 
Carolina state AFL-CIO’s. As the Brass Band 
played The Internationale, spirited demon-
strators marched from the San Francisco 
longshore union hall at Fisherman’s Wharf 
along the Embarcadero, the site of historic 
maritime labor struggles. They were joined 
by other transport workers, like the Inland-
boatmen’s Union, the Oakland teachers, S.F. 
State students, even the SEIU dancers from 
the Lusty Lady strip club and many others. 

In the port of Oakland where all the 
cranes were boomed up in a salute to labor 
action, railroad workers honored anti-war 
picket lines at the vast intermodal rail yard 
and refused to work the trains. Undoubted-
ly the most action was the work stoppage 
by the Iraqi General Union of Port Workers 
who sent a solidarity message to the rally: 

“The courageous decision you made to 

carry out a strike on May Day to protest 
against the war and occupation of Iraq 
advances our struggle against occupation 
to bring a better future for us and for the 
rest of the world as well.... We in Iraq are 
looking up to you and support you until 
the victory over the US administration’s 
barbarism is achieved.”
Clarence Thomas, a former Black Pan-

ther and member of San Francisco long-
shore union Local 10, had gone to Iraq 
during the war to express ILWU’s solidar-
ity with Iraq port workers against the U.S. 
imperialist war and now they were returning 
that solidarity gesture by striking. Yet, U.S.-
kindled conflagration continues to ravage 
the Middle East from Syria, to Iran, to Ye-
men, to Gaza and still Iraq and Afghanistan. 

A Brief History of Labor Strikes 
Against Imperialist Wars and 

Reaction
The 2008 U.S. West Coast longshore 

strike against war and occupation of Iraq and 
Afghanistan was not a unique event. There is 
a history of workers strikes against imperial-
ist wars. In 1921, under the influence of the 
Russian Bolshevik Revolution, French dock 
workers refused to ship arms to suppress a 
rebellion by independence fighters in the Rif 
area of the French colony of Morocco.

After WWII when “Free” French 
troops were being transported back to In-
dochina attempting to re-colonize Viet-
nam, Laos and Cambodia, seamen who 
were members of the National Maritime 
Union aboard U.S. ships sent telegrams to 
President Truman protesting the imperial-
ist venture. That was the first U.S. protest 
against that colonialist war. Later, the port 
of Marseilles dockworkers, members of the 
Communist Party-led CGT, refused to load 
war materiel on ships bound for Vietnam as 
Communist troops at Dien Bien Phu encir-
cled and defeated French troops. A similar 
scenario prevailed in the French colonial 
war against Algerian independence.  

While the U.S. imperialist Marshall Plan 
in Europe was being implemented, witchhunt 
hysteria was erupting in America. Commu-

nists were being jailed, deported and purged 
from U.S. maritime unions. The Communist-
led Canadian Seamen’s Union strike was 
broken and the union destroyed. In the U.S. 
this dark page of history came to be known as 
McCarthyism. But the drive to purge “reds” 
who had built the unions was spearheaded 
not by right-wing Republicans like Senator 
Joseph McCarthy but by liberal Democrats, 
including inside the unions. The “red purge” 
was especially ferocious in the once militant 
Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO). 
The only place in the U.S. where there was a 
successful protest of this anti-red repression 
was in Hawaii. When Jack Hall, the ILWU 
union official instrumental in organizing 
the islands, was arrested, accused of being a 
Communist, plantation workers, longshore-
men, hotel and restaurant workers went on 
strike. Hall was released from prison the next 
day. Thus, imperialist war abroad was and is 
inextricably linked to capitalist class repres-
sion at home and labor strikes can stop it.

Perhaps the first and most spectacular 
strike by American workers against imperi-
alist war occurred in 1919. In the midst of 
the civil war that followed the successful 
Russian workers revolution, Seattle long-
shoremen while loading a ship discovered 
that crates marked “sewing machines” were 
actually rifles intended for the counterrevo-
lutionary White Army commanded by Ad-
miral Kolchak in Vladivostok, buttressed 
by the U.S. Military Expedition there. The 
longshore union, in solidarity with the Bol-
shevik Revolution, declared it “hot cargo” 
and notified other ports of their strike action. 
The Seattle Union Record, newspaper of the 
IWW-influenced Labor Council, reported 
“Pacific Coast longshoremen will tie up the 
coast from Seattle to San Diego before they 
will load rifles or munitions for Siberia or any 
part of Russia….” Eventually scabs from the 
American Legion loaded the cargo but by the 
time the ship reached Vladivostok the port 
was in the hands of the Red Army, founded 
and led by Leon Trotsky, which had driven 
out the counterrevolutionaries and imperial-
ist forces of which the U.S. military was part.

2003 Police Attack in 
the Port of Oakland: 
Prelude to the 2008 

Anti-War Strike
After the 2001 terror-

ist attack on the World Trade 
Center and the build-up to 
war, the ILWU was facing 
hard-nosed longshore con-
tract negotiations. The Cali-
fornia Anti-Terrorism and In-
formation Center threatened 
that any job action on the 
docks to support union nego-
tiators or protest against the 
impending war could be seen 
as an act of terrorism. When 
it comes to class war at home 
or imperialist war abroad 
Republican and Democrats 
are of one mind. President 
Bush warned the ILWU that 
he would send in U.S. troops 

to occupy the ports to quash any job action. 
When the employers’ Pacific Maritime Asso-
ciation locked out longshore workers, Cali-
fornia Senator Diane Feinstein working in 
tandem with Republicans, implored Bush to 
invoke the slave labor Taft-Hartley Act. He 
did, forcing longshoremen back to work un-
der the bosses’ yoke.

At the start of the war in 2003, a few 
thousand protesters chanting “War is for 
profit, workers can stop it” demonstrated in 
the port of Oakland. Police in riot gear, un-
der the guise of fighting terrorism, attacked 
the protesters and longshoremen, firing rub-
ber bullets, wooden dowels, concussion 
grenades and tear gas canisters, while mo-
torcycle cops in brigade formation ran over 
protesters, as Czarist Cossacks on horseback 
had done 100 years earlier. Dozens of anti-
war protesters and longshoremen were in-
jured, some seriously. As the ILWU business 
agent on site, I was attacked by a squad of 
police, pulled from the car, pummeled and 
arrested. Democrat Jerry Brown, then may-
or of Oakland, now governor of California, 
commanded the police who attacked demon-
strators. The UN Human Rights Commission 
later characterized it as one of the bloodiest 
assaults against protesters, who were claim-
ing that the war was based on lies asserted 
by the government, and dutifully repeated by 
the mainstream media. The city of Oakland 
ended up paying over $2,000,000 to those 
injured by the police brutality. This police 
attack was compared to the police attack on 
maritime strikers, killing two, that provoked 
the 1934 San Francisco General Strike. On 
May Day 2008, longshoremen tagged the 
anti-war coastwide strike action “payback.”

Organizing the 2007 
Longshore Workers Anti-War 

Conference
The Pacific Maritime Association 

(PMA) appealed to the industry arbitrator 
to stop the 2008 action. Twice the arbitra-
tor ruled that the work stoppage would be 
illegal. Twice dockworkers stood defiant 
in their determination to carry out what 
many believed was to be the first anti-war 

Organizing Workers Strikes Against War and Repression

Lessons of the 2008 Longshore Strike  
Against U.S. Imperialist War

ILWU contingent in San Francisco May Day march in conjunction with West Coast port shutdown 
against war and occupation of Iraq and Afghanistan.
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strike in U.S. history.
Where did this workers’ intransigence 

come from? The anger brewing from the 
police assault was necessary but not suf-
ficient by itself to organize the action.  

In fact, from 2003 on, almost every 
year a resolution was presented calling 
for a coastwide port shutdown against the 
war on Iraq and Afghanistan. Almost ev-
ery year, it passed the historically militant 
Bay Area Local 10, only to be “deep-sixed” 
(buried) or voted down in the Longshore 
Coast Caucus. But after 2006, something 
changed, which we who were fighting for 
labor action against the war didn’t pick up 
on right away. Many port workers, solidly 
against the war from the start, thought of it 
as “Bush’s war,” as the antiwar movement 
proclaimed. They figured that if the Demo-
crats got in, the war would stop. After Bush 
was reelected in 2004, in the 2006 mid-term 
elections the Democrats won control of both 
Houses of Congress. But nothing changed 
in the war. In fact, it intensified with the so-
called “surge,” killing tens of thousands of 
Iraqis. So by 2007, there was a sea change in 
the mood of the longshore ranks.

So, many longshoremen figured, if the 
Democrats aren’t going to stop it, it’s up to 
us. At the Coast Caucus in June 2007 we 
saw the possibility that the “strike to stop the 
war” resolution could finally pass. The call 
for labor strikes against the war had been first 
raised earlier by the Internationalist Group to 
longshore workers. Now that it seemed con-
cretely possible, we were concerned that the 
Bay Area local, the militant and only pre-
dominantly black local in the ILWU, could 
be isolated. So we pushed for Local 10 to call 
an international “labor against the war” con-
ference in San Francisco at our union hall to 
back up the call to action.

Speakers at the conference included 
Labour MP Jeremy Corbyn, Alexander 
Cockburn, then-editor of Counterpunch, 
Bob Crow, General Secretary of the Rail, 
Maritime and Transport Union (UK), Rob-
ert Mashego of the South African Transport 
and Allied Workers Union, Takumi Shimizu 
of Doro-Chiba, the Japanese Rail Union and 
longshore union leaders. With workshops 
like “Class Struggle and the War” and “Sol-
diers Organizing Against the War” partici-
pants were steeled in the lessons of working-
class struggles. During the conference feisty 
members of Code Pink announced that they 
were going to picket the docks. Longshore-
men, Leo Robinson and Howard Keylor, or-
ganizers of the longshore 1984 anti-apartheid 
ship boycott, took the deck to explain that the 
best way to organize an effective action is for 
the workers themselves to raise resolutions at 
their union meetings to call for strikes against 
the war at the point of production where 
workers wield the real power. Substitutional-
ism, they argued, doesn’t work. That resolu-
tion passed overwhelmingly with the support 
of the Code Pink sisters. 

A few months later, at the Local 10 
membership meeting a resolution was 
passed to go to the Longshore Caucus, in 
which elected delegates from all 29 West 
Coast ports meet to discuss the pressing is-
sues of the day. Bob McEllrath, the Inter-
national President, and other officers of the 
union knew ahead of time which resolutions 
had passed the locals. They didn’t want the 
Local 10 resolution to pass, afraid that shut-
ting down all West Coast ports to oppose the 
war would interfere with contract negotia-
tions. McEllrath’s backers in Local 10 tried 
to stop its chances of passing the Caucus 

by reducing the usual number of delegates 
to exclude the maker of the resolution. Al-
though they were able to keep out the mes-
senger they didn’t kill the message because 
by then it had resonated deeply in the ranks. 

At the Caucus, when Local 10 delegates 
presented the resolution, former International 
President David Arian from Los Angeles 
Local 13 and other officers spoke against 
the resolution warning that a coastwise job 
action would imperil contract negotiations. 
But then Vietnam veterans hit the mike and 
suddenly the momentum of the entire debate 
changed. A vet from Seattle and another from 
San Francisco passionately agreed with the 
anti-war resolution, saying that workers had 
campaigned for Democrats who promised 
to end the war but were betrayed as the war 
continued with working-class youth being 
used as cannon fodder to fight another rich 
man’s war for oil. They argued that workers, 
by shutting down the coast for 24 hours and 
stopping global trade, could show the work-
ing class the power they have at the point of 
production to stop the imperialist slaughter. 

It was contagious. Delegate after 
delegate joined in supporting the resolu-
tion. When McEllrath saw the tide turning 
against him, he asked the delegates to re-
duce the action to one shift instead of the 
entire day. The resolution shutting down the 
whole West Coast passed overwhelmingly. 
Even then there was bureaucratic resis-
tance.  The president of the largest local on 
the Coast, Local 13, let it be known in days 
leading up to the May Day port action that 
he wasn’t going to shut down Los Angeles/
Long Beach. The International tops saw that 
that would divulge weakness and undermine 
contract negotiations. All West Coast ports 
were shut down tight. Shipowners, terminal 
operators and stevedoring companies were 
forced to concede to the power of the union.

The International bureaucracy kept try-
ing to sabotage the action right up to May 
Day. As a last ditch effort “Big Bob” McEll-
rath tried to turn the anti-imperialist strike 
which demanded withdrawal of the U.S. 
military into a patriotic parade calling for 
supporting the troops, i.e. the Pentagon brass. 
This was directly contrary to the Caucus 
resolution itself. In Seattle a sea of American 
flags were waving. Not so in San Francisco. 
Marchers, the heart of the action, were adher-
ing to the resolution for troop withdrawal. 
We were prepared to explain to marchers 
that the Iraqi port workers were striking in 
solidarity and that if they saw the American 
flag being carried, they could think it was di-
rected against them. But all along the march 
you couldn’t see a stars-and-stripes. Instead 
marchers carried the red-lettered May Day 
banner “No Peace, No Work” to the tune of 

The Internationale, the anthem of the interna-
tional working class, and the solidarity mes-
sage from the striking Iraqi port workers was 
read to an enthusiastic rally. 

For Class Struggle to Fight 
Against Imperialist War

At the same time as the 2008 May Day 
strike and march against the war, an econom-
ic crisis was brewing across the U.S. With 
the housing bubble bursting and more gen-
erally the continued falling rate of profit the 
capitalists intensified a general assault on 
workers – their wages, social benefits, work-
ing conditions and jobs. The “too big to fail” 
bailout of the banksters and automakers 
“socialized” losses for the capitalists while 
working people were thrown out of work and 
out of their homes. It exposed the corruption 
in both capitalist political parties, Democrat 
and Republican. The bailouts resulted in a 
redistribution of wealth upwards from labor 
to capital, i.e. a transparent theft of wealth to 
the upper echelons of the capitalist class us-
ing fraud and force. Over half of the wealth 
of African Americans was stolen through the 
loss of homes and jobs while a black presi-
dent was sitting in the White House. Neo-
liberal capitalism has meant bailout for the 
capitalists and brutal austerity for the work-
ing class and oppressed. 

Yet, there has been virtually no labor 
fight-back because the trade-union bureau-
cracy and, in Europe, the social democracy 
have collapsed in the face of this neoliberal 
capitalist attack. Worse yet, they’ve become 
the cheerleaders and enforcers of these new 
social contracts. Here’s a litany of betrayals: 
IAM bureaucrats forced a revote of a rejec-
tion of the Machinists concessionary con-
tract until the members got it “right”. UAW 
bureaucrats collaborating with the automak-
ers have held wages down, imposed a tier 
system in a pathetic and failed attempt to 
organize autoworkers in the South. ILWU 
President McEllrath ensured the EGT grain 
contract was ratified without a rank-and-file 
vote and without effectively stopping the 
scabbing. He surrendered the union-con-
trolled hiring hall and grievance machinery. 

Now we are seeing a bright light on la-
bor’s horizon, teachers’ strikes in West Vir-
ginia, Kentucky and Oklahoma. Government 
workers fighting austerity can be contagious 
and could spread to other sectors of the work-
ing class. But the labor bureaucracy still acts 
as a brake on these struggles and an obstacle 
to workers’ victory. In France railroad work-
ers have taken the lead in fighting the aus-
terity measures of banker-President Macron. 
Over the last 15 years port workers led by 
the International Dockworkers Council have 
been organizing protests against neoliberal 

capitalist port privatizations at the Europe-
an Parliament in Strasbourg. But in crucial 
battles such as in Greece, the unions have 
failed to use their power to occupy the docks 
to spike these assaults. And the result is one 
defeat after another. 

Until a fighting leadership can be 
forged with the program and guts to fight 
for the interests of working people and all 
oppressed sectors through to the end, the 
promise contained in the 2008 May Day 
West Coast port shutdown cannot be real-
ized. That means ousting the “labor fakers” 
who tried to prevent, then undercut and 
then divert this signal example of militant 
class-conscious workers action.

Today, we are witnessing an intensified 
inter-imperialist rivalry in Europe and impe-
rialist provocations most apparent in the Mid-
dle East with Trump’s recent attack on Syria, 
his blood-curdling threats to wipe out North 
Korea, his attempts to strangle Venezu-
ela and U.S. neocolonial military interven-
tion in Africa. In every single case, the im-
perialist marauding of the Republican Trump 
have been backed and even spurred by the 
Democrats. The fact is that these machina-
tions are rooted in the dying capitalist system. 

 Clearly, fighting for capitalism’s elimi-
nation must be the point of departure for the 
working class and the left. But there is no 
mass political party to represent workers in 
this struggle in the U.S. “Socialist” Bernie 
Sanders only serves to rope potential dissent 
back into the Democratic Party. In Britain 
there is the reformist Labour Party and in 
Brazil, the reformist Workers Party, both of 
which have carried out the bosses’ attacks on 
the working class, although perhaps not as 
successfully as more right-wing sectors had 
wished. The crisis in working-class leader-
ship is clear as day. What’s needed here and 
now is to oust the bureaucrats, break with the 
Democrats and build a class struggle workers 
party that will mobilize for workers strug-
gles, for immigrant rights, women’s rights 
and against racist police and fascist attacks. 

At the April 15 Oakland antiwar rally 
billed as “No to U.S. Wars at Home and 
Abroad” barely a reference was made to the 
working class. There was not one speaker 
representing a trade union. And this happens 
repeatedly at U.S. antiwar events. On this 
May Day, longshore union Local 10 will be 
organizing a rally in the port of Oakland call-
ing for “Workers Rights for All!” and “Stop 
Police Repression.”  Three longshore union 
members in the Bay Area have had sons and 
a nephew killed by police recently, one black, 
one Latino and one white. The latest, Sahleen 
Tindle, was killed by BART transit police in 
January. This local, which overwhelmingly 
rejected a contract extension pushed by PMA 
employers and ILWU International Offi-
cers, is now shutting down Bay Area ports 
to protest police killings, just as they did in 
the 1934 Big Strike.  The struggle against 
capitalist class repression at home is directly 
linked to the struggle against imperialist war 
abroad. As demonstrators chanted at the start 
of the U.S. invasion of Iraq, “War is for prof-
it, Workers can stop it.” And longshoremen 
replied “No Peace, No Work!” n

Jack Heyman, a retired Oakland long-
shoreman, has been organizing ILWU 
union protests since the 1984 South Africa 
ship boycott to protest apartheid. His 2008 
Longshore Caucus resolution sparked the 
anti-war West Coast ports shutdown. He 
chairs the Transport Workers Solidarity 
Committee (www.transportworkers.org).

Internationalist contingent calls for workers strikes against the war in New 
York antiwar march, 18 March 2006. 
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SPD and Left Party Are Both Enforcers for Capitalist Austerity!
For a Multiethnic Revolutionary Workers Party!

Germany’s “Grand Coalition”: Stepped-Up  
Attacks on Workers, Refugees, Leftists

German Chancellor Angela Merkel and coalition partner Martin Schulz

A
gence France-P

resse

The following article is translated 
from Permanente Revolution No. 2, Sum-
mer 2018, published by the Internation-
alistische Gruppe, German section of the 
League for the Fourth International.

APRIL 25 – “The Große Koalition 
is dead – long live the GroKo!” After six  
months of uncertainty, political normality 
seems to have returned to Germany, since 
a “Grand Coalition” (a broad government 
coalition composed of both major parties) 
is back in power. Combining the conser-
vative Christian Democrats (CDU) and 
the Social Democrats (SPD), this round of 
the “GroKo” is an unappetizing dish, even 
for those who compose it. But they had no 
choice, and Chancellor Angela Merkel was 
once again confirmed in office after 13 years 
of rule. Order reigns both in Berlin and the 
banking district of Frankfurt. The euro-
bureaucrats in Brussels can breathe easy. 
Germany remains a “factor of stability” and 
central pillar of the European Union. For the 
powers that be, the sun is shining. Down be-
low, however, the wages of working people 
are being ground down, immigrants are un-
der attack and youth are saddled with unem-
ployment and precarious jobs.

What was supposed to be a boring 
“walk-through” election turned into a rac-
ist nightmare. The CDU lost heavily, but 
the SPD even more. No one found the 
Social Democrats’ posturing as an opposi-
tion to Merkel particularly credible, since 
it was upholding the anti-worker Hartz IV 
program of the previous SPD-Green gov-
ernment.1 The “alternative” social demo-
crats of the Left Party (Die Linke) made 
minor gains in the West but suffered losses 
in the former East Germany, their strong-
hold. The only real victor in last Septem-
ber’s elections was the fascistic Alternative 
for Germany (AfD), which shot up from 
less than 5% and 0 seats in the Bundestag 
(parliament) in 2013 to 12.5% of the vote 
and 94 seats in 2017.

The new/old regime can only mean 
stepped-up racist repression, more auster-
ity and privatization measures, and contin-
ued neo-colonial military actions abroad. 
The new interior minister can and will 
expand on the police-state measures de-
ployed during the G20 summit last sum-
mer.2 This poses the urgent need for action 
against repression of the left, in defense of 
refugees and the right of asylum, as well 
as antifascist mobilizations based on mo-
bilizing the power of the working class. 
1 Under the vicious Hartz IV “labor market 
reforms,” enacted by SPD chancellor Gerhard 
Schröder in 2003, unemployment benefits were 
slashed, as was the length of time they would be 
paid out (12-24 months); those receiving them 
were required to take any legal job; and eligi-
bility requirements were imposed limiting the 
amount of savings, housing space (400 square 
feet) and auto (a car worth no more than $8,500) 
they could have. 
2 See “G20 Summit Police State Terror in 
Hamburg” (July 2017), reprinted in The Inter-
nationalist No. 50, Winter 2017.

And above all: the nucleus of a multiethnic 
revolutionary workers party has to be built. 

Most blamed the stoppable rise of the 
AfD on the massive influx of largely Syr-
ian refugees in 2015 that was permitted 
by the Merkel regime largely as a “quick 
fix” for long-term labor problems. But 
after the right to asylum was rolled back 
in 1992-93, German imperialism built 
up a system of concentric rings (consist-
ing mainly of so-called secure third-party 
states) to filter out refugees. And it worked 
so well that the necessary infrastructure to 
handle the incoming refugees had been run 
down, Merkel’s airy “we’ll manage” (wir 
schaffen das) notwithstanding.

The racist Green Party mayor of 
Tübingen Boris Palmer can now cold-
bloodedly tell the U.S. magazine The At-
lantic (April 2018), “most of them [the 
refugees] are of little value to our labor 
market”. The significance of the AfD is not 
in any long-term parliamentary presence, 
but that its success provides another alibi 
for anti-refugee, anti-Muslim measures – a 
consensus stretching from the CSU3 and 
CDU to the SPD all the way to parts of the 
Left Party. Earlier, the racist pogroms of 
1992-1993 gave cover to the mainstream 
parties’ decision to gut asylum rights. Mo-
bilizations led by the AfD this year thus 
led to a freeze on accepting refugees in the 
town of Cottbus in Brandenburg.

The SPD Steps Into the Breach
The stuffy atmosphere from over a de-

cade of CDU-dominated government and 
the success of its export offensives notwith-
standing, the long-term problems of German 
capitalism are accumulating. The bad debt 
held by the German banks, covered up by 
accounting tricks, far exceeds that of their 
U.S., Spanish or Italian counterparts. The 
lack of investment in infrastructure, which 
began back in 1990s, will take its toll sooner 
or later. Despite differences on how to deal 
with Russia, there is also now a broad bour-
geois consensus (which emerged even be-
fore Trump’s election) that Germany will 
increasingly have to take an international 

3 Christian Social Union, the Bavarian branch of 
the Christian Democrats.

course independent of the U.S. and beef up 
its own military. At this critical juncture, the 
failure to form a new government coalition 
had to be overcome.

Since the SPD’s initial reaction was to 
avoid responsibility for the federal govern-
ment in order to somehow staunch its elec-
toral hemorrhaging, an attempt was made 
to throw together a cabinet of the CDU, 
the FDP [Free Democrats] and Greens. The 
failure of those coalition talks did not lie 
with the Greens, who have been quite pre-
pared to govern with the CDU at the state 
level. But the FDP had decided to take an 
oppositional stance as a watered-down ver-
sion of the AfD. Since the SPD is not pre-
pared to govern with the Left Party at the 
national level, and this would not produce 
a parliamentary majority anyway, the SPD 
was ordered back into the coalition.

No one wanted new elections. A mi-
nority government, in which Merkel would 
have to wheel and deal or even beg for votes 
in parliament, was also considered unsuit-
able for Germany’s international role. By 
late November, a columnist in Die Zeit was 
proclaiming “Germany cannot afford to be 
absent as an anchor of stability.” Not only 
French president Emmanuel Macron, but 
also German imperialism’s Greek vassal 
Alexis Tsipras weighed in for the GroKo. 
In addition to the Employers’ Association, 
those pleading for a renewed coalition also 
included the labor bureaucracy – even the 
Green Frank Bsirske, the head of ver.di 
[public employees union].

With the indispensable aid of former 
“leftist” Andrea Nahles, participation in the 
“grand coalition” was rammed through at 
a special SPD congress in January. Next, 
in a membership referendum, the opposi-
tion of the Young Socialists and its chair-
man Kevin Kühnert had to be overcome. 
Young careerists certainly don’t want to 
inherit a heap of ruins! But Kühnert made 
it clear again and again that he was no kind 
of leftist and was not opposed to reinforcing 
the military and police or any of the other 
policies of the previous coalitions. Evasive 
about new elections, his personal preference 
would have been “toleration” of a Merkel 
government while remaining outside it. 

After the membership had been worked 
over (the ballot sent to them included pro-
GroKo propaganda) they also did their duty. 
On March 4, the SPD leaders announced a 
two-thirds majority in favor (actually only 
52% of the SPD membership). No sooner 
had the referendum been settled than the 
interim government announced it would ex-
pand German military intervention in both 
Afghanistan and Iraq…

The SPD tops had promised that “this 
time” they would force some real concessions 
from their governmental partner. In practice, 
this amounted to getting the finance minis-
try in addition to foreign affairs. The lucky 
winner here was “Mr. Law and Order”, Ham-
burg mayor Olaf Scholz, who also became 
vice-chancellor and promptly nominated a 
creature from Goldman-Sachs as his advisor. 
But having ceded on this front, the CDU then 
had to reassure its allies on the right, making 
Horst Seehofer from the CSU interior min-
ister. In this game of musical chairs, the fact 
that war minister Ursula von der Leyen re-
tained her job is indicative. Merkel is promis-
ing to double military spending so that it in-
deed reaches 2% of GDP [as stipulated by a 
NATO agreement]. When German imperial-
ism really starts throwing its weight around, 
it will not be pretty.

New European Offensive 
Against Refugees – Germans 

to the Front
Seehofer has added a new “Heimat” 

(Homeland) sub-department to his ministry. 
This is not just a bit of folklore from Bavar-
ia, where CSU politicians don’t hesitate to 
talk of a “final solution of the refugee prob-
lem.” It is part and parcel of the coalition’s 
anti-Muslim campaign and defense of the 
“Christian West” (which the SPD has ac-
cepted). It is against the backdrop that there 
were roughly three attacks on Muslim indi-
viduals or institutions every day last year.

The reactionary Seehofer proclaims 
that Germany is currently in a state of anar-
chy that can only be overcome by instituting 
a rigorous policy of “no tolerance” for vari-
ous misdemeanors. This in turn means more 
cops, more video surveillance and more po-
lice raids. It will mean an extension of Ba-
varian police-state laws (the cops there have 
permission for virtually unlimited preventa-
tive detention unequalled even by Putin’s 
Russia) to the rest of the country. Announc-
ing that Germany needs a “deportation cul-
ture” rather than a “welcoming culture,” he 
made clear he intends to treat refugees as so 
much refuse with his “master plan,” speed-
ing up hearings and isolating them in intern-
ment camps until they can be removed en 
masse. This in turn means maintaining and 
extending border controls, such as those in-
stituted along the Austrian border.

Meanwhile, up-and-coming CDU poli-
tician Jens Spahn, who is supposed to be in 
charge of health, but who seems to think he is 
actually interior minister, has baited the SPD 
as “soft” on crime, and proposes the milita-
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rization of the entire Mediterranean basin to 
block refugees. This would-be chancellor has 
already shown his contempt for the unem-
ployed, claiming charity soup kitchens will 
prevent Hartz IV recipients from starving.

Across Europe, various governments 
have made anti-refugee measures an inte-
gral part of their anti-working-class drive 
in the service of capitalist austerity. In Italy, 
the recent electoral campaign dominated by 
vile xenophobic anti-immigrant chauvinism 
(including from the “center-left” Democrat-
ic Party) was prepared by all-sided repres-
sion against immigrants and asylum seek-
ers. A decree of April 2017 accelerates and 
simplifies deportations with summary pro-
ceedings without debate or appeal. The state 
has reinforced police operations directed 
against immigrants (and demonstrators), 
established “voluntary” unpaid (i.e., slave) 
labor by those seeking refugee status, and 
extended deportation centers. 

In France, mini-Napoleon Macron un-
veiled a new law in February that reduced 
the amount of time people have to apply 
for asylum by a third, halved the time per-
mitted for appeals against decisions and 
tripled the amount of time they may be kept 
in a detention center. Border patrols are be-
ing expanded (they have even strayed over 
the Italian border), and summary detention 
and deportation by the police made easi-
er. But Macron’s austerity measures have 
unleashed responses by both students and 
railway workers which pose the necessity 
for a generalized working-class counterof-
fensive that could sweep him away.

Anti-Muslim hysteria is also being 
whipped up in Austria, where the fascist 
Freiheitliche Partei Österreich (FPÖ) is part 
of the government. FPÖ interior minister 
Herbert Kickl intends to strip refugees of 
their cellphones and “concentrate” them 
(the choice of language is deliberate) in 
barracks under curfew. The FPÖ intends to 
make it more difficult to become a citizen 
and is also targeting Muslim businesses. Its 
ultimate goal is to drive out settled immi-
grant communities, which will indeed mean 
shredding any remnant of bourgeois de-
mocracy. The coalition with the conserva-
tive Austrian People’s Party has authorized 
a 12-hour workday and attacked abortion 
rights, in addition to its education cuts and 
accelerated privatizations. The road to all 
this was paved by preceding governments 
and campaigns: in the last elections the 
Austrian social democrats proposed milita-
rizing the Italian border.

Each of these countries now possesses 
a significant fascist party, which serves the 

respective governments as alibi for these 
vile measures: they are merely responding 
to the vox populi (“voice of the people”)… 
In fact, this is a case of ventriloquism on the 
part of the ruling class. As we wrote around 
the beginning of this century, when the fas-
cist Le Pen made it onto the second round of 
the French presidential elections:

“The League for the Fourth International 
has uniquely warned that the very real dan-
ger represented by the fascists in Europe is 
that they are on the cutting edge of a drive 
toward bonapartist and semi-bonapartist 
regimes. Their central aims are to go af-
ter immigrants, rip up workers’ gains and 
break the power of labor. We have under-
lined that bourgeois conservatives and lib-
erals as well as reformist workers parties 
have joined in this drive, voting for police-
state measures in the name of fighting ‘ter-
rorism’ and ‘crime’.”
– The Internationalist No. 14, Septem-
ber/October 2002

The AfD  – What It Is  
and How to Fight It

In this context, the rise of the fascistic 
AfD is both cause and effect of the stepped-
up state repression. The party was originally 
a somewhat academic opponent of the intro-
duction of the euro and the European Union 
(although the original Nazi party was also 
an adjunct to engineer Gottfried Feder’s ser-
mons against “interest slavery”), but it was 
soon clear that a clientele that believes the 
EU is merely a device to channel their tax 
money to lazy Greeks is just as convinced 
that their taxes are wasted on fake refugees 
driving Mercedes. It is likewise indisput-
able that the AfD’s electoral success was 
prepared by extra-parliamentary action – 
the anti-refugee mobilization on the streets 
by the racist mobs of Pegida4 and the like. 
Founding AfD member Bjorn Höcke openly 
acknowledged this.

The rise of Pegida and its success in 
Saxony is no great mystery. Commenting 
on a new documentary film, “Montags in 
Dresden” (Mondays in Dresden), journal-
ist Peter Nowak noted:

“Pegida is a continuation of the mainly 
nationalist marches with German flags 
which were seen in the fall of 1989 in 
the Saxon cities. 
[…]Saxony was the source of that nation-
alist wave which the CDU under Helmut 
Kohl and all previous Saxon state govern-
ments made use of. In 1989 a party – the 

4 Pegida: European Patriots Against Islamiza-
tion of the West. See “Defend Muslims in 
Europe Against Racist ‘War on Terror’ 
Backlash!” The Internationalist No. 39, April-
May 2015

German Social Union – 
already surfaced which 
soon became part of the 
right-wing scene. Sax-
ony is still a ‘bastion 
of order,’ as Bavaria 
became for the Weimar 
Republic after the sup-
pression of the Soviet 
Republic after 1919.”
– Telepolis, 20 April

The AfD has 
gradually sloughed 
off many of its merely 
conservative lead-
ers. Ironically, Frauke 
Petry, who champi-
oned a focus on anti-
immigration agitation 
and sidelined founder 
Bernd Lucke, was in 
turn isolated. With no 

little contempt for her electorate, she quit 
the party hours after they elected her to the 
Bundestag. This left Höcke and Alexander 
Gauland in charge. The former is an outright 
fascist fulminating over the rape of blonde 
Aryan women, and the latter is comfortable 
with serving as the “respectable” façade for 
suchlike. By the time of its Hanover con-
gress last December, it was clear to anyone 
interested that the AfD was not just another 
rightist party, even if its electoral support 
is unstable and the number of its voters 
doesn’t extend much beyond the member-
ship figures (as was also the case with its 
fascist predecessors that achieved tempo-
rary breakthroughs at the state level). A 
solid core has come over from the NPD and 
other fascist gangs. The AfD now provides 
them with a legal veneer – and jobs distrib-
uted by the parliamentary fraction.

Like the FPÖ, the AfD keeps piling up 
provocations – anti-Semitic conspiracy the-
ories, use of Nazi vocabulary and favorable 
references to the Third Reich, etc. – until 
they become commonplace. There were and 
are fascists who are not pro-Nazi, but this is 
not the case here! And then there is the end-
less abuse of and threats against any critics. 
Do they mean what they say? You bet.

The proof is provided by the latest 
variants of the NSU affair,5 in which the 
repressive organs of the German bourgeois 
state have preferred to be depicted as in-
competent imbeciles rather than admit the 
depth and breadth of their ties to the fas-
cist terror gangs. First, we had the strange 
story of Franco A., a fascist army officer 
who stockpiled weapons and masqueraded 
as a refugee (!) with the apparent goal of 
carrying out some kind of attack that could 
be attributed to immigrants. Prosecutors 
can’t seem to find anything to charge him 
with yet. One of his accomplices, another 
officer, is employed by AfD parliamentary 
deputy Jan Nolte. And among those inves-
tigated last year in Mecklenburg-Vorpom-
mern for stockpiling weapons and drawing 
up death lists of leftist politicians is a cop 
who was recruited to an AfD leadership 
committee to prepare a position paper on 
“inner security”.

Since entering parliament, the AfD has 
5 NSU affair: The National Socialist Union, a 
Nazi terror group, was implicated in at least 
nine murders of immigrants, the murder of a po-
licewoman, bombings in Cologne in 2001 and 
2004, and more than a dozen bank robberies. 
After they were uncovered in late 2011, a scan-
dal broke out when it was revealed that the NSU 
was infiltrated by German (and possibly U.S.) 
intelligence agencies, which had undercover 
agents present during some of the murders. 

lost any inhibitions it might have had about 
getting involved with racist street mobi-
lizations in the West as well as in Eastern 
Germany. Thus it supported a campaign by 
fascists in the town of Kandel in Rheinland-
Pfalz in March which tried to exploit an in-
cident in which a 15-year-old Afghan teen-
ager stabbed his ex-girlfriend. (Protection of 
“German womanhood” against alleged ra-
cial inferiors has been a fascist staple since 
the false rape accusations against black 
French soldiers in the Ruhr after World War 
I. Recall also the infamous Nazi propaganda 
film “Jud Süß”.) A similar attempt to lead a 
so-called “women’s march” on February 19 
through Berlin-Kreuzberg using the Chris-
tian fanatic Leyla Bilge as a figurehead and 
with NPD and Pegida members as foot sol-
diers was nipped in the bud when an anti-
fascist mobilization blocked their march.

In contrast, a counterprotest (against 
the fascists) in Kandel sponsored by the 
German Trade-Union Federation (DGB) 
and including the CDU was more interested 
in defending the good name of the town and 
denouncing “left-wing extremists.” This 
will not discourage the fascist demagogues. 
They have to be smashed. In the present cli-
mate of anti-immigrant hysteria and fascist 
attacks, what is needed are mass mobiliza-
tions bringing out the power of the work-
ing class to stop the fascists, including the 
formation of workers defense guards; and 
worker-immigrant actions to stop deporta-
tions while fighting for full citizenship rights 
for all immigrants. But the necessary lead-
ership for such mobilizations – a revolution-
ary leadership – is sadly lacking.

The Dead End of the Left Party
It will not come from the Left Party, 

embroiled in a faction fight over how to fi-
nally get the SPD to accept it as a coalition 
partner. In the September 2017 election the 
Left Party’s results stagnated –  it picked up 
some votes in Western Germany and lost 
some in the East. It has shown itself to be 
quite ready to implement capitalist auster-
ity and anti-immigrant repression as part of 
various state governments in East, particu-
larly in Berlin, severely damaging its pre-
tensions to be any kind of “left” alternative.

Of the two factions, it would be absurd to 
consider the duo Lafontaine-Wagenknecht6 
as the more left-wing. Lafontaine’s fiery de-
nunciations of the U.S. are basically expres-
sions of German nationalism. As Lafontaine 
declared on his Facebook page on July 25 of 
last year: “Unfortunately, despite all its mis-
takes, the Left Party is the only party that is 
not being dragged along in the wake of the 
only remaining world power. As against any 
conceivable coalition of the neoliberal par-
ties, a strong Left Party in the Bundestag 
could constantly push for … giving the in-
terests of Germany and Europe more priority 
than the ‘illicit’ goals of U.S. policy.” 

As for Wagenknecht, we have already 
noted her pro-police declarations around the 
G20 summit. When the Essener Tafel, a char-
ity organization distributing food to the poor, 
stopped accepting non-Germans in February 
6 Oskar Lafontaine is a longtime social demo-
crat, having served as SPD prime minister of 
the state of Saarland and federal finance min-
ister. Adopting increasingly populist/nationalist 
policies, he cofounded the Left Party in 2005 
together with the PDS, social-democratic heirs 
of the SED, the former Stalinist ruling party of 
East Germany. Sarah Wagenknecht was a prom-
inent figure in the Kommunistische Plattform 
of the PDS and has since become a Bundestag 
deputy of the Left Party. Lafountaine and Wa-
genknecht are married.

Massive protests successfully blocked the racist February 19 “women’s march” by AfD, 
Pegida, NPD and other reactionaries. 
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of this year, she found it understandable. It is 
important to be clear that when Wagenknecht 
points to growing poverty among Germans 
or Lafontaine points to competition between 
Germans and immigrants for low-wage jobs 
or the lack of housing and schools exacerbat-
ed by the presence of refugees, they are not 
proposing a united working-class struggle 
against the results of capitalist austerity, but 
rather to abandon the immigrants. In the same 
way, their supporters in the Left Party intend 
to “engage” with AfD supporters by keeping 
mum about their racist delusions. After all, as 
head of government in Saarland in the ’90s, 
Lafontaine targeted Roma and Sinti for ex-
pulsion. As such, he personally came up with 
the formulation of “secure third countries” to 
which immigrants could be deported without 
legal proceedings (“Late Summer Debates”, 
Die Zeit, 9 August 1991).

Insofar as their proposals for a “col-
lective movement” going beyond the 
bounds of the Left Party involve some-
thing more than repackaging, it would be 
a copy of “La France insoumise” [“France 
unbowed”], the bourgeois movement that 
Jean-Luc Mélenchon has constructed 
around himself. That would not only mean 
an organization dominated by “Team Wa-
genknecht”, but what is more, a populist/
nationalist one. Mélenchon, also no great 
defender of immigrant rights, has literally 
wrapped himself in the French tricolor.

Yet the bulk of pseudo-Trotskyists 
have now liquidated into the Left Party. 
The “state capitalist” social-democrats of 
Marx21, heirs of the late Tony Cliff, are 
part of a center, non-oppositional, faction, 
with three parliamentary deputies of their 
own. Marx21 is busy dreaming up an ideal 
“immigration law” for the bourgeois state, 
which it will then peddle as “socialism from 
below.” A section of the German followers 
of the late Ernest Mandel, the RSB (Revo-
lutionärer Sozialistischer Bund) essentially 
capitulated by reuniting with a competing 
group, the ISL (Internationale Sozialistische 
Linke), that has been part and parcel of the 
Left Party for decades. The united organiza-
tion, Internationale Sozialistische Organisa-
tion (ISO) has now produced an article titled 
“How to Defeat the AfD?” which copies the 
title (but only the title!) of one of Trotsky’s 
texts about how to smash the Nazis. The 
ISO has only a few vague recipes about 
how to build “alliances” and a vague hope 
that successful economic struggles would 
somehow sap the popularity of the AfD. 
All of these organizations peddle reformist 

nostrums about getting the bourgeois state 
to somehow ban layoffs, especially if the 
bosses can’t plead bankruptcy.

SpAD “Realpolitik”
The opportunities for the inveterate 

tailists who pass themselves off as osten-
sible Trotskyists in this country are so mea-
gre that several groups became quite excited 
about a brief flash of resistance to the Gro-
Ko among the ranks of the SPD. Arbeiter-
macht, the German subsidiary of Workers 
Power – which has liquidated lock, stock 
and barrel into Corbyn’s Labour Party – was 
full of tactical tips and tricks for the SPD 
naysayers. But that train left the station in 
1914. Unlike some of the social-democratic 
left factions in the ’30s in various countries, 
Kühnert et al. are not repudiating class col-
laboration in any way, shape or form.

This makes the interest shown in the mat-
ter by the so-called Spartakist Arbeiterpartei 
Deutschlands (SpAD – Spartakist Workers 
Party of Germany), German section of the 
International Communist League (ICL), in-
cluding a supplement directed at SPD mem-
bers, all the more remarkable. The absence 
of anything more than a bare mention of the 
AfD is likewise notable. The SpAD then 
reprinted this tract in the next issue of Spar-
takist, which informs us with great solemnity 
that the Merkel/Scholz government is an en-
emy of the working class. The introduction 
again avoids raising the AfD and fascist terror 
against refugees. The previous issue of Spar-
takist (no. 219 winter 2017/2018) had argued 
at great length against characterizing the AfD 
as fascist, which it illogically alleges would 
prettify the on-going racist state repression. 
Although ignoring the informal ties between 
the AfD and the smaller fascist terror gangs, 
it did admit that these gangs were actually 
attacking refugees, which it said could be 
crushed in the egg by workers mobilizations. 
But this tangential recognition of reality was 
then once again deemed unimportant in ad-
dressing the SPD.

At the turn of this century, the ICL re-
defined all of the parties that it previously 
held to be fascist, including the Austrian FPÖ 
and Le Pen’s Front National in France to be 
“purely electoral” phenomena. Why? For the 
ICL the answer to the question, “when is a 
fascist not a fascist?” is first of all, “when 
they get a lot of votes.” The deeper justifi-
cation, as re-explained in Spartakist in the 
case of the AfD is, since the proletariat does 
not currently pose an immediate threat to the 
capitalist order, the capitalists are not about to 
resort to fascist dictatorship. These successes 

can thus only be elec-
toral. According to 
Spartakist, the AfD is 
thus only a re-edition 
of the old “Stahlhelm” 
clique of the CDU7 – 
which cannot explain 
why it is leading rac-
ist mobs through the 
streets of Cottbus.

The SpAD em-
phatically insists 
upon a connection 
between the growing 
support for the AfD 
and the European 
Union. While the ICL  
supported Brexit and 
urges other imperial-
ist countries like Italy 
to quit the EU, what 
concrete form can the 
SpAD’s denuncia-

tions of the EU take in Germany? The ICL 
does still counterpose a Socialist United 
States of Europe. It also calls for full citi-
zenship rights for all immigrants, although 
that is now qualified with the phrase “for 
all those who have made it here.” (Refu-
gees need not apply, as ICL no longer calls 
for asylum.) But these slogans are reduced 
to ritual incantations.

The ICL’s line on European fascism 
is an expression of a profoundly defeat-
ist outlook which despairs of winning the 
working class to revolutionary conscious-
ness. The bottom line is that these parties 
are not fascist because the bourgeoisie 
doesn’t need fascism, since the workers’ 
consciousness is so hopelessly backward 
that there is no danger of the workers taking 
power. (If that were true, the bourgeoisie 
wouldn’t need popular fronts either.) The 
ICL mouths incantations about the need to 
build a revolutionary party as a kind of tal-
isman to ward off the need to intervene in 
the class struggle to build such a party.

As we wrote in “Focal Point Europe: 
Capitalism in Crisis, Class Struggle Erupts”:

“A decaying capitalist order in the throes 
of the deepest economic crisis in three-
quarters of a century is seeking to ensure 
its survival by impoverishing the proletari-
at and destroying its ability to resist. From 
Athens to London, the ruling classes have 
launched an across-the-board offensive 
against the working class, taking aim at 
every social gain and even, in some cases, 
threatening its very existence. But no mat-
ter how severe the crisis, capitalism will 
not fall by itself. To defeat this onslaught, 
the usual fare of bourgeois pressure poli-
tics (‘coalition building,’ ‘peaceful pro-
test,’ electoral politics and limited defen-
sive struggles) is wholly inadequate. It is 
necessary not only to resist the particular 
attack but to turn the tables and direct the 
fight not merely against the policies of 
‘neo-liberalism,’ but the capitalist system 
itself. To lead that struggle, we must begin 
to build a party of the proletarian vanguard 
like the Bolsheviks of Lenin and Trotsky, 
reforging the Fourth International as the 
world party of socialist revolution.”
– The Internationalist No. 32, January/
February 2011 ■

7 The Stahlhelm (steel helmet) faction of the 
CDU is an informal grouping of right-wing, 
militaristic and pro-law and order elements in 
this mainstream conservative party. The name 
was taken from the rightist paramilitary World 
War I veterans organization in the 1920s Wei-
mar Republic in Germany which was a rallying 
point for right-wing revanchists. 

Far-right, racist Pegida held marches and demonstrations against allowing Muslims and 
refugees into Germany and Europe. Shown here in Cologne, 9 January 2016.
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Democratic (Party)  
Socialists of America

Like many other self-styled socialist 
groups on the U.S. left, Socialist Alternative 
has faced something of a quandary with the 
dramatic growth of the DSA since Sanders’ 
campaign and the election of Donald Trump. 
On the one hand, the DSA is a pressure group 
on and in the Democratic Party, and has a 
whole history of embodying social-imperi-
alism (see the IG pamphlet, DSA: Fronting 
for the Democrats). But, on the other hand, 
marvel the smaller social-democratic groups 
who lost out in the bid to be the best Bernie-
builders, the DSA is so big!

SAlt has, thus far, maintained organi-
zational independence from the DSA, but 
this hasn’t stopped SAlt from tailing after 
the DSA. SAlt joins the chorus of reform-
ist well-wishers cheering on the DSA and 
applauding its electoral victories. This in-
cludes when DSAers are explicitly elected 
as Democrats, as just happened in Pittsburgh 
(see “Socialist Candidates Defeat PA 
Democratic Establishment in Primaries,” 
socialistalternative.org, 26 May). 

Meanwhile, in “Democratic Socialists 
of America: The Case for Strong Independent 
Campaigns to Build the Left in 2018” (so-
cialistalternative.org, 30 March), Kshama 
Sawant enthuses over the DSA Refoundation 
Caucus and its proposals. Far from calling 
for a clear break with the Democratic Party 
of war and racism, the Refoundation Caucus 
calls for “taking steps to move away” from 
“being a pressure group on the Democratic 
Party” and eventually some time “seek to 
decrease and eventually cease” endorsing 
Democrats. (Even the hedging is double- and 
triple-hedged.) Meanwhile, this caucus for 
mildly pressuring the DSA to kind of think 
about eventually becoming a bit less of a pres-
sure group on the Democrats advises: “Any 
socialist running on a Democratic ballot line 
should do so in a strategic way that leads a 
base constituency away from the Democratic 
Party and toward independent political pow-
er” (dsarefoundation.org, “Endorsement: 
Towards an Independent Electoral Strategy 
for DSA”). Break with the Democrats … by 
running as a Democrat?! 

To this claptrap, Sawant responds: 
“Socialists should be sympathetic to 
those genuinely looking to transform the 
Democratic Party,” while taking care to re-
mind readers that the Democrats are a party 
of capitalism. It would be best, she writes, 
if the DSA ran “five to ten serious electoral 
campaigns drawing from the lessons of the 
most effective independent left efforts,” in 
order to “help activists gain experience, build 
the profile of socialist ideas, and counterpose 
our approach to the corporate hacks in the 
Democratic Party leadership.” But if DSA 
doesn’t follow that counsel, never fear, as in 
Pittsburgh, SAlt will congratulate them any-
way. Once again, SAlt’s pandering to current 
(bourgeois) consciousness “where it’s at” 
means keeping workers and youth wander-
ing in the labyrinth of electoral reformism. It 
stands in the way of developing revolution-
ary, working-class consciousness. Tailing the 
DSA, SAlt acts as a tagtail on a tagtail.

Green Party: Third Wheel of 
U.S. Capitalist Parties

So following Clinton’s nomination 
and the DNC walkout, SAlt enthusiasti-
cally backed Jill Stein and the Green Party. 

Open Letter...
continued from page 8
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This is in keeping with pre-“Bern turn” 
SAlt arguments about breaking the two-
party duopoly and supporting “the stron-
gest possible pro-worker, anti-corporate 
challenge to the two corporate parties” 
(sic). (See Socialist Alternative pamphlet, 
Challenging Capitalism & the Two Parties, 
2012.) Some of our former comrades in the 
SAlt opposition argued that the organiza-
tion should have been backing the Greens 
from the beginning. As we mentioned, one 
whole branch (Mobile Bay) resigned to 
join the Greens en masse. But the Green 
Party is also a capitalist party, albeit a mi-
nor one. Supporting a capitalist “third par-
ty” is no less a violation of the principle of 
working-class political independence. 

Some members of the SAlt opposition, 
for example in the Worcester, Mass. branch, 
rightly saw James P. Cannon as a key figure 
for those who want to be Trotskyists. It’s 
worth recalling what the founder of U.S. 
Trotskyism had to say on this topic. In 1948, 
Henry Wallace was running in one of the 
long line of “people’s”/third-party gambits 
in American capitalist politics. Inside the 
then-Trotskyist Socialist Workers Party, Sam 
Marcy, who later formed the Workers World 
Party, advocated supporting Wallace. Against 
claims that this would be like tactical maneu-
vers that Lenin’s Bolsheviks had carried out, 
Cannon emphasized, in his February 1948 
speech on election policy: “The maneuvers 
of the Bolsheviks were always within class 
lines,” not “to maneuver within the parties of 
the bourgeoisie. On the contrary, their whole 
tactical line...was to make a sharp cleavage 
between the working class organizations and 
those of the bourgeoisie.”

At a time when SAlt and the International 
Socialist Organization were debating the 
best way to tail Sanders, the Internationalist 
Group quoted Cannon’s 1948 speech in an 
article that present and former SAlt oppo-
sitionists ought to go back and read today 
(“Bernie Sanders and the Pressure Politics 
of the Opportunist Left,” June 2015, inter-
nationalist.org, reprinted in the IG’s above-
mentioned pamphlet on the DSA). Cannon 
dotted the i’s and crossed the t’s:

“The Wallace party must be opposed and 
denounced by every class criterion.... 
Its differences with the Republican and 
Democratic parties are purely tactical. 

There is not a trace of a principled dif-
ference anywhere. And by principled 
difference I mean a class difference.... 
Bourgeois parties are not the arena for 
our operation. Our specific task is the 
class mobilization of the workers against 
not only the two old parties, but any other 
capitalist parties which might appear.”
In 2016, Jill Stein campaigned on a 

platform of liberal nostrums and called for 
a “Green New Deal,” shot through with red-
white-and-blue nostalgia for the Democratic 
Party liberalism of yesteryear. Calling to 
“Fix Our [sic] Broken [sic] System,” her 
website proposed slashing the military bud-
get in half – leaving it with over $300 billion 
for imperialist militarism! Support to this 
mishmash of warmed-over liberalism is just 
as much being a tagtail to a bourgeois party 
as support to the Democrats.

And before Stein, there was Ralph 
Nader. SAlt supported his campaigns for 
president in 1996 and 2000 when he ran as 
a Green, as well as his “independent” cam-
paigns in 2004 and 2008. Like Sanders and 
Stein, Nader repeatedly made it clear that 
his goal was to push Democratic nominees 
to mouth more populist rhetoric in order to 
get them elected. He even met with John 
Kerry during the ’04 election to advise him 
on his vice-presidential pick. Nader ranted 
against “illegal” immigration and wel-
comed the endorsement of the right-wing 
populist Reform Party, whose candidate in 
2000 had been fascistic “America Firster” 
Patrick Buchanan. (See “Capitalist Nader’s 
‘Socialist’ Foot Soldiers,” internationalist.
org, October 2004). In 2008, SAlt lamented 
having to decide between Nader and the 
Green Party’s candidate, former Democratic 
Congresswoman Cynthia McKinney. Nader 
also pushed rabid anti-Chinese protectionism 
– not that this would much bother the CWI, 
which repeatedly (as on its stophkrepression.
net site) promotes materials from Radio Free 
Asia, notoriously a creature of the CIA.

Everywhere the Green Party has held 
government office, it has upheld capitalism. 
In Germany in 1999, the Green Party held 
the foreign ministry and loudly clamored for 
sending imperialist troops into the Balkans 
(which Germany did, the first time since 
World War II) during the U.S./NATO bomb-
ing and invasion of Serbia. The record of 
left-populist, “multi-class” parties underlines 
much the same point – as shown by SYRIZA 
in Greece, which was all the rage among the 
gamut of left opportunists not long ago. (The 
CWI ran candidates on SYRIZA slates, as 
SAlt boasted on its site; see “Greece’s Syriza 
Tops Euro Elections – CWI Supporters 
Elected to Volos Council,” 17 June 2014.)

Here in the U.S., the Greens do not win 
much of anything, but to cite one example, 
Jason West, Green Party mayor of New 
Paltz, NY, ordered a crackdown on Occupy 
protestors in 2012. The Greens in the U.S. 
are basically a home for homeless liberal 
Democrats. As Cynthia McKinney said 
in 2008, she didn’t leave the Democratic 
Party, the Greens were “a place to go when 
the Democratic Party left me.” 

In the 30 March article hailing DSA 
election campaigns that we cited above, 
Kshama Sawant also mentions SAlt’s en-
dorsement of the Richmond (California) 
Progressive Alliance slate, centered around 
longtime Green mayor Gayle McLaughlin’s 
bid for the position of lieutenant governor. 
Clicking over to the RPA’s website, we dis-
cover that the RPA is composed of “Greens, 
Democrats, and Independents.” Some SAlt 
oppositionists wanted to “return” to the or-

ganization’s pre-Sanders “tradition.” But as 
decades of examples show, this is a tradition 
of supporting capitalist politicians for of-
fices small and large, including commander-
in-chief of U.S. imperialism. This has noth-
ing to do with Marxism, but it is certainly an 
“alternative” … to socialism, that is.

 Kshama Sawant and the CWI 
Tradition:  

Municipal Socialism and 
Chasing Liberals

One of the most famous and impor-
tant quotations from Lenin is his statement 
that the Marxist’s “ideal should not be the 
trade-union secretary, but the tribune of the 
people,” that is, of all the oppressed and ex-
ploited. In contrast, Socialist Alternative’s 
ideal seems to be the social-democratic 
city councilor. In fact, many of our former 
comrades in the SAlt opposition upheld the 
campaigns for Kshama Sawant’s election 
and reelection as a supposed alternative to 
the “Bern turn,” and one they saw as fitting 
more with the “CWI tradition.”

What the Marxist movement has tradi-
tionally known as “municipal socialism” is 
focused on local legislative reforms and im-
provements rather than socialist revolution, 
and thus also known disparagingly as “sewer 
socialism.” Together with spreading illusions 
in a “peaceful socialist transition” through 
a parliamentary “enabling act,” a dismal re-
cord on Northern Ireland, and so much more, 
this is indeed, a tradition of the CWI going 
back to the Militant tendency in the British 
Labour Party. The CWI’s international leader 
Peter Taaffe is, after all, co-author of that bi-
ble of municipal socialism, Liverpool: A City 
That Dared to Fight (1988), harking back to 
the Militant’s administration of the city in the 
1980s. This is definitely not an alternative to 
SAlt’s enthusiasm for Bernie Sanders. 

Kshama Sawant’s rise to prominence 
has illustrated SAlt’s reformist acceptance 
of what is “possible” under capitalism, and 
the alliances with liberal capitalist politi-
cians that this entails. SAlt hails the role 
of Sawant’s campaign for raising the mini-
mum wage. However, the way the issue was 
chosen and formulated was closely cali-
brated to how it was being picked up by lib-
eral Democrats. Originating in the wake of 
Occupy Wall Street, the “Fight for $15 and a 
Union” demand was taken up by the Service 
Employees International Union as part of 
a national campaign centered on rallies to 
pressure Democratic politicians to support 
raising the minimum wage. SAlt did get 
into the action early, it’s true, but its $15 
Now front group time and again caved to 
the needs of small business owners and the 
sensibilities of petty-bourgeois liberals (for 
example, dropping the “and a Union” part 
because it would scare away some Seattle 
voters). It meant offering loopholes like the 
collective bargaining opt-out which would 
have exempted certain unionized work-
ers from the wage hike! In the end, with a 
years-long phase-in, $15 Now became $15 
Later for most Seattle workers.

While we welcome any reforms or im-
provements that benefit working people and 
the oppressed, it is important once again to 
call things by their right name. What really 
happened with the $15 Now campaign was 
not a “class-struggle” explosion but a liberal 
campaign to pressure the Democrats. Far 
from being linked to transitional demands 
to strengthen the class power of the pro-
letariat, pointing the way toward socialist 
revolution, it was posed in the fashion of the 

social-democratic “minimum program” of 
what’s deemed achievable under capitalism.

During our time in SAlt, we were 
constantly barraged with make-work elec-
toral activities that were peddled as “class 
struggle,” from “class-struggle” petition 
drives to “class-struggle” non-binding bal-
lot referendums. This was quite maddening 
and was a clue that what SAlt is selling is 
warmed-over activist liberalism masquer-
ading as “Trotskyism.” This can be seen 
once again in the recent campaign for the 
Seattle “Head Tax” targeting, in particular, 
Amazon’s contemptible Jeff Bezos. Let’s 
preempt SAlt loyalists demagogically say-
ing, “Oh, you oppose a tax on the wealthy 
to fund housing and services for the home-
less?” The point is that “Tax the Rich” is 
lifted from the program of liberal Democrats, 
there is nothing “transitional” about it. What 
was eventually passed (despite a reaction-
ary cartoonist depicting Sawant operating a 
guillotine) was a watered-down bill, accept-
able to SAlt’s liberal Democratic allies on 
the Seattle City Council.

The end result of this playbook of pass-
ing off activist New Dealism as revolution-
ary politics is twofold. First, it disorients 
those who look to SAlt for leadership as to 
what “class struggle” really means. Second, 
it reinforces SAlt’s accommodation to lib-
eral Democrats in order to get enough sup-
port for the electoral initiatives that have be-
come their, and Sawant’s, calling card. Even 
before the “Bern turn” SAlt was suggesting 
that votes for certain liberal Democrats in 
the Seattle City Council election of 2015 
would make things easier for Sawant to get 
her reformist agenda passed by that body 
(“Seattle Politics at a Crossroads – the 2015 
City Council Elections,” 2 August 2015). 
Her courting of liberal Democratic King 
County Council member Larry Gossett 
(who then turned around and voted for 
the youth jail targeted by the “Block the 
Bunker” campaign to which Sawant lent her 
support) was cut from the same cloth.

How SAlt adjusts its program the better 
to swim with, not against, the liberal stream 
of confidence in the capitalist state has been 
shown again in its shameless tailing after 
the Democrats’ racist gun control schemes 
(see “‘Socialists’ Chase After Anti-Gun 
Movement,” April 2018, on international-
ist.org) and trying to get in on the Women’s 
March/#MeToo action by organizing a 
“Take Back the Night” march in Boston as 
an International Woman’s Day event. (Take 
Back the Night has a long history of appeal-
ing to the racist, sexist capitalist state, usu-
ally calling for more cops on campus and 
featuring police commissioners.) 

More on the CWI Tradition: Cops, 
Capitulation to Chauvinism,  

and Counterrevolution
Of course, SAlt and the CWI have a 

long history of embracing cops, correc-
tions officers, and security guards as part 
of the labor movement, claiming they are 
“workers in uniform.” Trampling all over 
the Marxist understanding of the state as 
“special bodies of armed men” whose job 
is defending the power and property of the 
ruling class, this flows from their aspira-
tion to be social-democratic administra-
tors of the capitalist state. Examples range 
from the inclusion of the Prison Officers 
Association in their British electoral vehicle 
(the Trade Union and Socialist Coalition) 
to joining with SEIU-organized security 
guards in $15 Now campaigns such as the 

Social democrats of all denomina-
tions unite to hailed “political revo-
lution” of Democrat Bernie Sand-
ers. Above: Democratic Socialists 
of America. Below: Kshama Sawant, 
Socialist Alternative city council 
member in Seattle. While these pseu-
do-socialists helped Sanders round 
up votes for Democrats, Trotskyists 
opposed all capitalist parties and call 
for a revolutionary workers party.
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one at Boston’s Northeastern University in 
2015. (For more on this, see “Her Majesty’s 
Social Democrats in Bed with the Police,” 
Summer 2009, on internationalist.org.)

We defend SAlt and Kshama Sawant – 
as all leftists should – against the vicious law-
suit by Seattle police officers who killed Che 
Taylor in 2016 and are suing her for “charac-
ter defamation.” Yet the topic of the Seattle 
police is another one where SAlt has con-
tributed to the CWI’s tradition of obscuring 
the role of the cops. While in the end voting 
against the appointment of Kathleen O’Toole 
as Seattle chief of police, Sawant praised the 
decision to hire a woman police chief, giving 
a speech praising O’Toole’s commitment “to 
really build a relationship with the commu-
nity” and her proposal for a “tiered approach 
for policing protests,” going on to complain 
about “gang violence,” “ineffective policing” 
and not enough cops on the beat. In 2017, 
Sawant followed this up with the sugges-
tion that Seattle cops could be used to resist 
I.C.E.’s immigrant-snatching squads. This is, 
once again, SAlt’s trampling over the Marxist 
understanding that the bourgeois state cannot 
be pressured to defend the interests of the 
working class and oppressed, and must be 
smashed through workers revolution.

This anti-Marxist view of the state even 
includes district attorneys. In Philadelphia in 
2017, the SAlt branch’s blog hailed the elec-
tion of “progressive” district attorney Larry 
Krasner (“Krasner Wins! Keep Building the 
Resistance!”, phillysocialistalt.com, May 
17). Since his election, Krasner has stalled 
on handing over the DA office’s files regard-
ing the prosecution of former Black Panther 
Mumia Abu-Jamal. Mumia’s attorneys have 
demanded these files to help show the ef-
fects of former Pennsylvania Supreme Court 
Justice Ronald Castille’s failure to recuse 
himself at Jamal’s appeal, despite the fact 
that Castille was an assistant district attor-
ney in Jamal’s original case. And who was 
Krasner’s first choice to lead his transition 
team? None other than Ronald Castille! We 
can’t help but note that SAlt’s website has 
published no articles on Mumia for the past 
ten years, and that SAlt was absent on both 
January 17 and April 30 when we traveled to 
Philly to participate in demonstrations out-
side the courtroom calling for Krasner to turn 
over the files and for Mumia to be released.

We have been told that the Philadelphia 
branch has long avoided Mumia’s case be-
cause it might taint branch leaders’ reputa-
tions in unions they’re active in. We do not 
know if this is accurate, but we do have our 
own experiences with SAlt’s willful blind-
ness toward special oppression – another 
hallmark of Labourite social democracy. In 
2013, Boston SAlt ran a supporter for an at-
large seat in the city council. The mayoral 
race that year was largely about the legacy 
of the Boston busing plan for school deseg-
regation in the mid-1970s – in which racist 
thugs threw stones at schoolchildren, at-
tacked black bathers on public beaches and 
assaulted black men with American flagpoles 
at City Hall. John Connolly, who ended up 
losing to Marty Walsh, made the centerpiece 
of his campaign a return to “neighborhood 
schools,” which, as any Bostonian to the left 
of Jeff Sessions will tell you, is a call to roll 
back the scraps of the busing plan.

It was in this atmosphere that Boston 
SAlt chose to debut their campaign on 
St. Patrick’s Day in the historically Irish 
American enclave of South Boston, which 
was ground zero for the racist attacks on 
school integration, with a leaflet demanding, 

together with standard reformist wish-list 
items, “fully funded voluntarily integrated 
schools” (our emphasis)! At a meeting later 
that day, when first presented with a copy of 
the leaflet, one of us (Mike) objected to this 
pandering to Southie racists. Much of the lo-
cal SAlt leadership doubled down on their 
defense of the capitulation, saying that they 
had thought “long and hard” about how to 
distinguish their campaign from other left-
ists’ defense of “forced busing” (!!! – another 
racist codeword). According to them, certain 
“ultralefts” were running around Southie tell-
ing the poor residents of that neighborhood 
that “if you’re against busing, you’re racist.” 
The truth, of course, is that if you’re against 
busing, you are racist. To his credit, one 
National Committee member in the room, 
who hadn’t seen the leaflet before the meet-
ing, was also shocked, spoke against the hor-
rific formulation and put a stop to attempts by 
the chair to quash the conversation.

After multiple discussion rounds, we 
were told that a new leaflet, sans the for-
mulation, would be produced. When we 
showed up for the next campaign event 
there was, in fact, a new leaflet … but there 
were also hundreds of copies of the old 
leaflet as well. We probably should have 
quit then and there, but instead, when no 
one was looking, we threw the old leaflets 
in the trash like the garbage they were.

These local examples of SAlt/CWI’s 
social-democratic opportunism are part of 
the big picture in which one of the biggest 
historic elements is their swimming with 
the stream of capitalist counterrevolution 
in the Soviet Union and Eastern European 
deformed workers states. As Cannon said 
at the height of the factional battle with the 
followers of Max Shachtman on the eve of 
World War II: “’Who touches the Russian 
question touches a revolution.’ Therefore, be 
serious about it. Don’t play with it.” Well, the 
CWI, despite its Trotskyist pretensions, has 
certainly played along with counterrevolu-
tion. In 1991, their Russian members proud-
ly manned the barricades of George H.W. 
Bush’s man in Moscow, Boris Yeltsin. They 
deny this now, but in the October 1991 issue 
of Rabochaya Demokratiya they boasted of 
it openly, bragging of how they built barri-
cades around the monument to the martyrs of 
the 1905 revolution and crowing that unlike 
1905, the 1991 “revolution” (read: counter-

revolutionary destruction 
of the Soviet Union) was 
victorious.

In 2013, SAlt played 
into imperialism’s anti-
North Korea hysteria in 
an article titled “Dictator 
Threatens Nuclear 
Attack” in which the U.S. 
imperialists, fresh from 
their invasion of Libya, 
appear as the face of 
peace-loving rationality. 
Genuine Trotskyists, on 
the other hand, defend the 
right of the Democratic 
People’s Republic of 
Korea, a bureaucratically 
deformed workers state 
whose cities were flat-
tened by the U.S. imperi-
alists in the Korean War, 
to defend itself, including 
with nuclear weapons as 
an elementary deterrent 
against imperialist as-
sault. In Hong Kong in 

2014, the CWI abandoned any pretense to 
the Trotskyist program for deformed workers 
states (unflinching defense against capitalist 
counterrevolution from within or without; 
proletarian political revolution to oust the 
anti-revolutionary bureaucratic Stalinist 
excrescence) to cheer on the CIA-funded 
so-called Umbrella Revolution and its pro-
gram of capitalist counterrevolution un-
der the guise of (classless) “democracy.” 
Despite their paper-thin pretensions of 
Trotskyism, SAlt, in keeping with the CWI 
tradition, are social-democratic opportun-
ists through and through.

Reforge the Fourth International,  
World Party of Socialist 

Revolution!
We have watched with dismay as some 

of our former comrades in the anti-“Bern 
turn” opposition within SAlt have erroneous-
ly come to the conclusion that, if SAlt rep-
resents Trotskyism, then they want nothing 
to do with Trotskyism. Some have retreated 
into the Greens, or the DSA, or the Socialist 
Party; others have embraced Maoism, black 
nationalism, anarchism... But in their differ-
ent ways, they (like SAlt) turn their backs on 
the principle of working-class political inde-
pendence that we cited at the beginning of 
this Open Letter. In the class struggle, when 
the crunch comes, there are two sides of the 
barricades, like the picket line. If you support 
the Democratic Party, directly or indirectly 
through the DSA, if you support the Green 
Party, if you embrace the historic tradition 
of the CWI on the police, you end up on the 
other side, on the wrong side of the class line. 
In the end it’s really quite simple. It’s which 
side are you on? That’s the question we are 
directing to our former comrades.

We are determined to go forward in 
the fight for the revolutionary Marxism of 
our time. We come out of the fight over the 
“Bern turn” and our years in SAlt more con-
vinced than ever that as Trotsky put in 1938, 
“The historical crisis of mankind is reduced 
to the crisis of revolutionary leadership.” 
We remain convinced that the international 
proletariat remains the only force capable 
of overthrowing capitalist exploitation and 
oppression and building a new, socialist 
world. As we move toward fusion with the 
Internationalist Group/League for the Fourth 
International, we uphold the conviction that 

the central task of revolutionaries today is the 
forging of a Bolshevik-Leninist party that, 
armed with a genuinely Trotskyist program, 
can lead the workers and all of the oppressed 
to the seizure of power though world socialist 
revolution. We urge our former comrades in 
the SAlt opposition, and all those who want to 
fight for that revolution to study the program 
and practice of the Internationalist Group and 
the League for the Fourth International. We 
look forward to talking with you about the 
issues raised in this Open Letter, and many 
others, as we prepare for new struggles.
For the Class Struggle Education League,
Danny K.
Mike G.
31 May 2018

Danny Fetonte (front left), together with Bernie 
Sanders. Fetonte, who was long-time leader 
of the Austin, Texas branch of the Democratic 
Socialists of America, was for years an organizer 
for a cop “union,” the Combined Law Enforcement 
Associations of Texas (CLEAT). Police are the 
enforcers of racist capitalist repression. Cops, 
prison and security guards out of the unions!
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impose tuition they insistently fought for 
workers defense guards. Then that July 
they succeeded in sparking the formation 
of a defense guard of the electrical work-
ers union, which defended the strike in the 
face of threats of army repression. The oc-
cupation by tens of thousands of students 
lasted for ten months, ending with the mass 
arrest of strikers in February 2000. But it 
succeeded in keeping the university free, 
with no tuition, as it continues to be today. 

The speaker noted the IG’s struggle 
in the United States for workers strikes 
against the war from 2002 on. This call 
was finally realized on May Day 2008 
when all 29 West Coast U.S. ports were 
shut down by the International Longshore 
and Warehouse Union demanding an end 
to the war on Afghanistan and Iraq and for 
defense of immigrant rights. Morán cited 
the work of the Grupo Internacionalista in 
Mexico in militant teachers strikes in 2006, 
2013 and 2016, and of the action of health 
workers in the state of Oaxaca fighting to 
break the stranglehold of state-controlled 
corporatist pseudo-unions. These work-
ers, led by GI spokesman Dr. Arturo Vil-
lalobos, brought emergency medical aid to 
the victims of the 19 June 2016 police mas-
sacre in Nochixtlán, Oaxaca during that 
year’s teachers strike. It was in reprisal for 
such courageous actions that Villalobos’ 
son was beaten and tortured last month. In 
response, the IG and CSEL protested out-
side Mexican consulates while the sections 
of the LFI won support from unions in 
the U.S., Germany and Brazil, along with 
hundreds of supporters of labor and demo-
cratic rights, to denounce this state terror. 

Abram Negrete, speaking for the In-
ternationalist Group, began by noting that 
the day before, June 2, there was a demon-
stration in Mexico City in defense of our 
comrade Arturo and his family that was at-
tended by 150 people and 16 organizations 
including several left groups – with the no-
table absence of the Grupo Espartaquista de 
México (the Mexican section of the ICL). 
He stressed that “the struggle to reforge the 
Fourth International is a struggle for the 
most vital, the most basic needs and inter-
ests of working people all around the world. 
And in places like Oaxaca, this is a ques-
tion of life and death, in the literal sense.” In 
particular, he stressed, the question “Is the 
Transitional Program applicable?” has “a lot 
to do with our differences with many of the 
different tendencies that claim to be revolu-
tionary or Marxist or Trotskyist.” As in, we 
seek to apply it, they don’t. 

The fusion with the CSEL reminded 

IG-CSEL Fusion...
continued from page 9
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him of the fusion, some 40 years ago, of the 
Spartacist League (of which the founders 
of the IG were then member) with a group 
that had been called the Lavender and Red 
Union and then changed its name to Red 
Flag Union. To the opportunists who spend 
their lives chasing after one petty-bour-
geois movement after another, embracing 
lifestyleism and what is today known as 
identity politics, it must have seemed inex-
plicable for a group coming out of the gay 
movement to be fusing with hard Trotsky-
ists. But it was possible precisely because 
of the fight for the revolutionary principles 
of Marxism. 

“I think that the fusion with the Class 
Struggle Education League is a lot like 
that,” Negrete commented. Here are com-
rades who come out of Socialist Alterna-
tive, which is the very embodiment of 
social-democratic, “color-blind” econo-
mism, which considers cops to be work-
ers and which threw itself headlong into 
the Sanders campaign as he was running 
for the Democratic presidential nomina-
tion. But “if you look at the trajectory of 
the comrades, they come out of all kinds of 
real struggles, they come out the working-
class struggle in a place that is pretty far 
from the center of U.S. politics.” Their ex-
perience in struggle underscored the need 
for Marxist clarity, leading them to make a 
sharp break with opportunism and insist on 
genuine Bolshevik politics. 

The IG speaker focused on “What is 
revolutionary regroupment, and what is 
it not?” He noted that “Revolutionary re-
groupment doesn’t mean that all leftists 
get together into one big group. It doesn’t 
mean a ‘big tent’ like the Democratic So-
cialists of America call themselves. Inside 
this big tent what is purveyed is subordina-
tion to the ruling class in the form of the 
Democratic Party. It doesn’t mean all left-
ists being nice to each other and pretend-
ing that they don’t have disagreements. It 
doesn’t mean sanding off the sharp edges. 
It doesn’t mean tailing after the DSA, like 
Left Voice does, for example, and advis-
ing the DSA. No, it means a hard struggle 
against class-collaborationist politics.”

He cited examples of revolutionary 
regroupment, including the fusion of the 
Mezhraiontsy, the Inter-District Group of 
Trotsky, Joffe, Lunacharsky and others, 
with Lenin’s Bolsheviks in July-August 
1917 leading in short order to the Bol-
shevik Revolution. Another example of 
revolutionary regroupment on a large 
scale was when Grigorii Zinoviev went 
to the congress of the Independent Social-
Democratic Party of Germany, and after a 
lengthy speech two-thirds of the delegates 
came over to the Communist Party. But 
there were also many examples of smaller 
revolutionary regroupments, including the 
East Oakland Women, the Buffalo Marxist 
Collective and other groups coming out of 
the breakup of the New Left that were won 
to the Spartacist League at the start of the 
1970s. A number of those comrades were 
in the room at this forum. 

Revolutionary regroupment – bring-
ing together cadres coming from ostensibly 
revolutionary or other organizations of the 
working class and oppressed and winning 
them to the program of authentic Marxism, 
i.e., Trotskyism – is a key tactic in times 
when potential revolutionaries are dis-
persed, often as the result of earlier defeats. 
But such a regrouping cannot be achieved 
on the basis of a lowest-common-denom-
inator platform papering over differences. 

The sine qua non or essential condition for 
success is that it be on the basis of the revo-
lutionary program. After World War II, the 
decimation of the Trotskyist cadres by the 
Nazis and Stalinist repression (following 
the 1940 assassination of Trotsky himself) 
and disorientation over the rise of Stalinist-
governed deformed workers states led to 
the growth of tendencies, headed up by the 
international secretary of the Fourth Inter-
national, Michel Pablo, that abandoned the 
struggle for a Trotskyist vanguard in favor 
of chasing after or joining with non-prole-
tarian and non-revolutionary forces. 

As stated in the 1998 “Declaration of 
the League for the Fourth International”: 

“The reforging of the Fourth International 
requires defeating Pabloism and all other 
currents which betray the revolutionary 
Trotskyist program. An important com-
ponent of this fight, and of the struggle to 
overcome the disparity between the tasks 
we face and our limited forces, will be 
the tactic of revolutionary regroupment 
on the program of Leninist internation-
alism. We foresee a series of splits from 
revisionist organizations and fusions with 
those genuinely seeking to be commu-
nists, in building the vanguard party.”

Spelling this out at the panel on revolution-
ary regroupment, the IG speaker Negrete 
emphasized: 

“When we talk about reforging the 
Fourth International, we’re talking not 
about piecing together the fragments 
of various opportunist organizations, 
but rather overcoming the historical 
crisis that destroyed the Fourth Interna-
tional organizationally, in 1951 to 1953, 
through Pabloite revisionism. Many of 
the fragments that claim to be Trotsky-
ist in the world today are either derived 
from Mandelism, or from Morenoism 
– such as in the case of the Fracción 
Trotskista – or from the Lambertistes or 
from other tendencies which basically 
reflected the destruction of the Fourth 
International by Pabloite revisionism. 
“The Spartacist tendency, in our view, 
fought for and defended, and in some 
cases even extended, Trotskyism for 
three decades. That’s not nothing – we’re 
based on that. It was the only organiza-
tion that told the truth about Allende’s 
popular front in Chile; the only organi-
zation that said ‘All Indochina Must Go 
Communist,’ calling for workers strikes 
against the war; the only organization 
that didn’t swim with the stream of New 
Leftism, that didn’t pretend that black 
liberation could be accomplished with-
out proletarian revolution; the only or-
ganization that tried to understand – and 
put forward a program – for ‘interpene-
trated peoples’ in places where different 
peoples were mingled together.”

But the aftermath of counterrevolution in 
the Soviet bloc – which the ICL in some of 
its finest moments and uniquely on the left 
fought tenaciously against, undertaking bold 
actions in the bureaucratically deformed/de-
generated workers states while the pseudo-
Trotskyists almost without exception sided 
with the capitalist-restorationists – led to a 
fundamental crisis in the Spartacist tendency. 

This crisis was based on an accumula-
tion of a number of factors, including ag-
ing and the weight of the labor aristocracy 
in the organization but centrally on loss of 
confidence in the revolutionary capacity of 
the proletariat – a hallmark of all revision-
ism. Following the counterrevolutionary 
destruction of the USSR, a world-historic 
defeat for the proletariat, the ICL began to 
draw defeatist conclusions and write them 

into its program. It began 
with the assertion that 
the Stalinist bureaucracy 
– a brittle parasitic layer 
– not only paved the way 
to disaster but “led the 
counterrevolution.” This 
phony claim, which was 
invented in order to drive 
out the founders of the 
IG/LFI, not only white-
washed the imperialists 
and their stooges who ac-
tually led the counterrev-
olution, it contradicted 
Trotsky’s analysis of the 
contradictory character 
of the bureaucracy and 
the ICL’s own actions in 
East Germany and the 
Soviet Union.

Soon the ICL was 
concluding that the Tran-
sitional Program was 
outdated, and blaming 
this on the workers with 
its thesis of a “historic 
retrogression” in work-
ing-class consciousness.1 
From there, the SL/ICL went from one 
programmatic departure from Trotskyism 
to another, usually while railing against the 
Internationalist Group/LFI. This included: 
dropping the call for independence for 
Puerto Rico in 1998 (while accusing the 
IG/LFI of Latin American nationalism for 
upholding it); dropping the call to defeat 
U.S. imperialism in the wake of 9/11 (ac-
cusing the IG of pandering to anti-Amer-
icanism for upholding it); dropping the 
call for hot-cargoing military goods in the 
2002 lead-up to the invasion of Iraq (ac-
cusing the IG of adventurism for uphold-
ing it), and most infamously supporting the 
U.S. invasion of Haiti following the 2010 
earthquake (while denouncing the IG’s call 
to kick the imperialists out as a “deranged 
and grotesque fantasy”). 

 So every few years there is another 
crisis in the SL/ICL, complete with “re-
gime change” – chucking out the previous 
ostensible leaders and replacing them with 
another set – and bringing new revisions of 
Leninism and Trotskyism. IG spokesman 
Negrete noted at the June 3 panel:

“The latest one is fairly spectacular. It 
is embodied in a creature, the fearsome 
hydra. So they put out a document called 
‘The Struggle Against the Chauvinist 
Hydra.’ It turns out the chauvinist hydra 
was them, according to them. According 
to them, for 40 years they had a chauvin-
ist line on the national question. Now, it 
is true, as many of the comrades in this 
room can attest, that they engaged in 
chauvinist behavior and actions, nota-
bly against our comrades. But that’s not 
what they’re talking about. They’re say-
ing that what’s necessary is to revise the 
understanding of the national question.”
In contrast to the SL/ICL’s centrist 

gyrations, the Internationalist Group and 
League for the Fourth International have 
been constant in upholding the program of 
revolutionary Trotskyism, and on the basis 
of seeking to put the Transitional Program 
into practice have been able to intervene in 
the class struggle, achieving some modest 
successes, as noted earlier. This caught the 
attention of the comrades splitting from 
1 The same claim is made by almost every other 
tendency falsely claiming to be Trotskyist. See 
“In Defense of the Transitional Program,” in 
The Internationalist No. 5, April-May 1998.

Socialist Alternative, as CSEL spokesman 
Keating commented, with some exag-
geration: “We were impressed by the IG. 
People said, ‘why would you want to join 
that.’ And we would say, here’s a list of 90 
things they’ve done, what have you done?’ 
So we started engaging with the IG, and 
that’s why we’re here today.”

On the basis of programmatic continu-
ity and fidelity to Trotskyism and Leninism, 
the IG/LFI has continued to pursue revo-
lutionary regroupment. More than once, 
the unexpected has occurred. In joining 
with the Portland Trotskyist Study Group, 
the Internationalist Group won cadres out 
of the International Socialist Organiza-
tion. It began with a late-night phone call 
in mid-2011 when these comrades called 
to say that they had “had it with the ISO” 
and wanted “the real Trotskyism.” But that 
was only the beginning of a process. After 
visits, joint study focusing on the “Russian 
Question,” from Kronstadt to China, and 
several months of common work around 
the Occupy movement and in support of 
longshore workers fighting union-busting 
in Longview, Washington, the fusion of the 
IG and PTSG took place in July 2012.2 

The LFI reaffirmed the perspective of 
“revolutionary regroupment(s) of cadres 
breaking from opportunist organizations to 
embrace authentic Trotskyism” in its April 
2015 document “International Perspectives 
of the League for the Fourth International,” 
while adding that “the immediate prospects 
may be limited” for such regroupments.3 
Little did we know that in the following 
year, two separate groups of cadres from 
in and around the ICL would come knock-
ing on our door seeking the regroup with 
the LFI. 

This included the former leaders of 
the Italian section of the ICL, who de-
clared their solidarity with the LFI in a 
document titled “Back to Trotskyism”.4 
And the Better-Late-Than-Never Faction 
of the ICL in Los Angeles made contact 
2 See “Portland Trotskyist Study Group Fuses 
with Internationalist Group,” The International-
ist, Summer 2012.
3 Reprinted in The Internationalist No. 40, 
Summer 2015.
4 Reprinted in The Internationalist No. 43, 
May-June 2016.

Supporters of the Class Struggle Education League 
traveled from New Hampshire to participate in the 
May Day march in New York City in a joint contingent 
with the Internationalist Group.

Internationalist photo
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with the IG/LFI after they were summar-
ily expelled from the Spartacist League 
the day after handing in their declaration 
of faction calling to “Return to the Road 
of Genuine Spartacism! Regroup with 
the IG/LFI on the Basis of Their Revo-
lutionary Continuity!” After several days 
of intense discussion and several months 
of joint work – notably at May Day 2016 
in New York City, the Lutte Ouvrière 
Fête in France and the Left Forum in 
NYC a few days later, and attending the 
Second Conference of the Grupo Inter-
nacionalista in Mexico in early July – the 
BLTN faction and IG fused.5

With the CSEL as well there has been 
a process of joint study and common work. 
This included the Black History Month fo-
rum in New Hampshire, where IG mem-
bers and a member of the Revolutionary 
Internationalist Youth spoke on the Haitian 
Revolution and its legacy. It included two 
trips to Philadelphia to show solidarity with 
Mumia Abu-Jamal, in January and April 
when we had a joint IG-CSEL contingent 
of a dozen people. CSEL statements were 
published in The Internationalist (No. 51, 
April-May 2018). On May Day, there was 
a joint IG-CSEL contingent of over 50 
people in New York City. There were the 
protests over the torture attack in Mexico, 
and finally the open letter and joint panel 
at the Left Forum in New York. In the end, 
Mike Gath said, “when I started working 
with the Internationalist Group more, the 
big sense that I got was of coming home 
again, after a long time. This was revolu-
tionary Trotskyism as I remembered it, as I 
understood it.”

Summing up the discussion, Negrete 
remarked: 

“We’re talking about a regroupment be-
tween a small organization and an even 
smaller one. But this is part of some-
thing much bigger. This is a little taste 
of what we can and must accomplish 
if we fight for our principles, if we do 
that intransigently, if we don’t sand the 
edges off of it, if we look for the real 
opportunities, if we’re smart about it, if 
we’re determined about it, but above all, 
always remembering that every single 
tactic is subordinated to the principles 
of communism. Nobody will carry out 
revolutionary regroupment if when they 
have the tiniest opportunity they sell out, 
or they adapt, or they tail after the ex-
isting leadership. Only the people who 
fight for those principles now are able to 
carry out all sorts of regroupments and 
splits and fusions in a much bigger way. 
“The lesson of this is that these principles 
are valid, that they guide the work in 
Oaxaca, they guide the work for workers 
strikes against the war, the fight for work-
ers defense guards, and a workers militia 
where it’s possible, to smash the fascists. 
This is what we’re talking about when we 
talk about the potentials and lessons of 
revolutionary regroupment.” 
Following the successful conclusion 

of the forum, the comrades decided there 
was no point in delaying further, and they 
should just do it. So by a vote of the CSEL 
comrades and polling the IG Executive 
Committee the fusion was formalized then 
and there. Meeting subsequently, on July 5, 
the IG executive committee (now expand-
ed to include a comrade of the ex-CSEL) 
chartered a New England local of the Inter-
nationalist Group. n
5 See “Better-Late-Than-Never Faction Fuses 
with Internationalist Group,” The Internation-
alist No. 44, Summer 2016.

Class Struggle International Workers call for “Workers Action to Stop 
Deportations” at NYC May Day 2018 march.

Internationalist photo

tried to tell organizers that they could not 
march, but the truck pulled into the street and 
the march began.

The demonstration was led by the 
Unión del Barrio truck and banner that read 
“Esta es mi tierra/Esta es mi lucha” (This 
is my land, this is my struggle). The march 
went for two and a half miles from MacAr-
thur Park to City Hall.  The transport work-
ers and Internationalists chanted “Luchar, 
vencer obreros al poder” (Fight to win, 
workers to power), “Stop deportations, this 
is the hour, labor/black/immigrant power,” 
“Defend immigrants, this is the hour, union 
labor has the power,” “Smash the fascists, 
smash the Klan, only workers defense 
guards can” and “Not Democrats, not Re-
publicans, build a workers party,” among 
other slogans. Repeating the names of A.J. 
Weber, a 16-year-old black youth gunned 
down by L.A. County Sheriff’s deputies 
in February; Stephon Clark, shot to death 
by Sacramento police in his back yard in 
March; Michael Brown and other victims 
of racist cop murder, they called to “Shut 
the whole system down.” It was the most 
militant group in the march and made a lot 
of heads turn.

There was a Progressive Labor Party 
contingent marching behind us that picked 
up many of our chants. The ICWP (Inter-
national Communist Workers Party, a split 
from PL) “Red Flag” was in front of us, 
but abruptly relocated to the back of the 
march a block after it began. Other groups 
in the march included Bayan (Filipino 
Stalinist mass front), IWW, Workers World 
Party, Koreatown Popular Assembly, Unit-
ed Electrical Workers, Corriente Obrera 
(sympathizers of the LIT, partisans of the 
political tradition of pseudo-Trotskyist Na-
huel Moreno) and a group of indigenous 
dancers. 

Partway through the march, Jasmine 
Abdullah (the Black Lives Matter organiz-
er who was framed up in 2016 for “felony 
lynching”) was confronted with the presence 
of a white “protester” who has been work-
ing with the cops in setting her up for state 
repression. When this character showed up 
right in front of our formation, we gave an 
impromptu speech about who this guy is 
and chanted,“Cop informants not welcome 
here!” and “Defend Jasmine against this 
cop informant!” Soon after, the nefarious rat 
scurried away. ■

May Day L.A....
continued from page 13

lucionário dos Trabalhadores (MRT, Revo-
lutionary Workers Movement), affiliated to 
the Fracción Trotskista led by the Partido de 
los Trabajadores Socialistas (PTS, Socialist 
Workers Party) in Argentina.. In an article 
published on May 24 on its virtual daily Es-
querda Diário, the MRT opposes the mobi-
lizations of the truck drivers, claiming that 
they are employers, period. To back this up 
they use the argument that “their demands 
only affect diesel and don’t even mention 
gasoline and cooking gas, the fuels most used 
by working people rather than companies.” 
As an alternative, they call on the CUT to 
present a plan for struggle to lower the price 
of gasoline. What suicidal blindness!

The truth is that the truckers have a 
mixed social composition, including work-
ers at big trucking com-
panies as well as small 
truckowners. In any case, 
the target of the rightist 
attack is the workers as a 
whole. Faced with an out-
break of petty-bourgeois 
rebelliousness against 
the imperialist policy that 
is leading to their ruin, 
rather than condemning 
it, the policy of genuine 
Trotskyists must be to 
call for workers mobili-
zation to provide a work-
ing-class leadership for 
struggle. And the MRT’s 
request that the CUT’s 
popular-frontst bureau-
crats come up with a plan 
of “proletarian struggle” 
amounts to beating a dead 
dog. What’s needed is to 
break from the straitjack-
et of the popular fronts 
that chain the workers to 
the bosses, and to build 
genuinely revolutionary 
proletarian leaderships.

In the heat of the 
current struggle the Liga 
Quarta-Internacionalista 
do Brasil calls to trans-
form the truckers’ mobi-
lization into a real class 
struggle to defeat Temer 
and stop the repressive 
maneuvers of the army 
and the police, and to 

Brazil Strike...
continued from page 7

forge a revolutionary leadership – a Lenin-
ist communist party based on the program 
of permanent revolution – that is indispens-
able to organize the proletarian counterof-
fensive to break out of the siege that the 
exploited and oppressed face at this critical 
moment. n

•	 Otros informes de niños a los que se 
administra medicamentos psiquiátri-
cos para mantenerlos en silencio. 

El macabro procurador general Jeff Sessions 
sólo pudo responder a las comparaciones de 
todo esto con los nazis hitlerianos con la 
patética excusa de que los nazis querían era 
“impedir que los judíos se fueran”.

En los dos meses transcurridos entre 
abril y junio, más de 2,300 niños inmigran-
tes  –la mitad de los cuales tiene menos de 
doce años– fueron secuestrados por el go-
bierno norteamericano mientras sus padres 
eran encerrados en prisiones para inmi-
grantes. Un hondureño en busca de asilo, 
Marco Antonio Muñoz, se suicidó en una 
celda de detención después de que su hijo 
de tres años le fuera arrebatado por agen-
tes de la Patrulla Fronteriza. Y la Patrulla 
Fronteriza que arranca a los niños de los 
brazos de sus madres que los amamantan es 
la misma institución criminal que asesinó a 
Claudia Patricia Gómez González a sangre 
fría después de que ésta viajara más de 2 
mil kilómetros desde Guatemala. 

Las manifestaciones en contra de la 
separación de las familias han sido orga-
nizadas por diversas “organizaciones no 
gubernamentales” estrechamente vincula-
das al Partido Demócrata. La indignación 
por estas atrocidades es tan intensa que po-
dría representar un punto de inflexión para 
la oposición al régimen de Trump. Aunque 

Libérenlos...
sigue de la página 24
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cuenta con el respaldo de racistas de línea 
dura, las encuestas de opinión muestran 
que dos terceras partes de la población se 
oponen a sus políticas migratorias y que un 
número igual de personas dice que los in-
migrantes indocumentados deben quedarse. 
Pero hasta ahora esta oposición se ha canali-
zado al apoyo a favor de los demócratas, lo 
que es un callejón sin salida. 

Maquinaria de deportación 
capitalista bipartidaria

El abuso de los niños a manos del 
sistema migratorio no es nada nuevo. La 
American Civil Liberties Union dio a con-
ocer recientemente un informe sobre el trato 
brutal del niños inmigrantes bajo Obama, 
de 2009 a 2014, que incluía golpizas, postu-
ras de estrés, la negativa a conceder cuidado 
médico, amenazas de muerte y abuso sexu-
al.1 Además, el gobierno sólo ha permitido un 
muy limitado acceso a unas cuantas instala-
ciones, impidiendo la presencia hasta de im-
portantes figuras del partido demócrata como 
el alcalde de Nueva York Bill de Blasio y al 
senador de Oregon Jeff Merkley. Pero enton-
ces Melani Trump viajó a un centro de deten-
ción en McAllen, Texas, portando de manera 
ostentosa una chamara con las palabras 
“Realmente no me importa” en la espalda.

La “crisis” migratoria es resultado di-
recto de las depredaciones causadas por el 
capitalismo imperialista. El incremento en 
el numero de detenciones comenzó en los 
años 1980, con un flujo de refugiados que 
huía de las guerras sucias patrocinadas por 
Estados Unidos en Centroamérica. Se inten-
sificó después de que Bill Clinton impusiera 
el Tratado de Libre Comercio de América 
del Norte en 1994, que destruyó buena parte 
de la agricultura mexicana, obligando a mil-
lones de campesinos a emigrar. La Reforma 
a la Inmigración Ilegal y por la Inmigración 
Responsable de 1996 hizo que el número de 
detenidos cada día pasara de 5 mil a 16 mil.

Pero fue Obama –el deportador en 
jefe- quien realmente estableció el gigan-
tesco sistema de detención que tenemos 
hoy en día. Obama expandió el sistema 
hasta contar con unos 200 centros a lo 
largo y ancho del país. Las prisiones para 
niños también fueron construidas por 
Obama, quien las expandió en respuesta 
al flujo de menores no acompañados que 
huían de la violencia en Honduras y Guate-
mala en 2014. Hoy hay aproximadamente 
34 mil inmigrantes retenidos en centros de 
detención en un día cualquiera en el mayor 
sistema de prisiones para inmigrantes en el 
mundo, que encarcela a unos 400 mil in-
migrantes al año. La detención es ahora un 
1 ACLU, Neglect and Abuse of Unaccompanied 
Immigrant Chidren by U.S. Customs and Bor-
der Protection (mayo de 2018).

gran negocio en EE.UU., donde la mayor 
parte de las prisiones que la realizan se en-
cuentran bajo administración privada y son 
altamente redituables.

Donald Trump, entretanto, ha continu-
ado con sus arengas racistas en contra de 
mexicanos y centroamericanos. Su última 
fue para declarar que los inmigrantes in-
documentados “no son personas. Son 
animales”. Y los trata en consecuencia. El 
propósito más amplio de esta masiva ma-
quinaria represiva consiste en aterrorizar 
a los inmigrantes, deshumanizarlos, hac-
erlos vulnerables y convertirlos en chivos 
expiatorios, como parte de la estrategia de 
divide y vencerás que utiliza la burguesía 
para mantener sojuzgada a la multirracial 
clase obrera. Éste es el estado putrefacto 
del capitalismo norteamericano en deca-
dencia terminal: ¡la clase dominante más 
rica y más poderosa en la historia mundial 
arrebatando a los niños de los más deses-
perados para recluirlos en campamentos! 
Decimos: ¡Liberen a los detenidos! ¡La 
clase obrera debe movilizarse para desm-
antelar los centros de detención!

Los demócratas y la 
resistencia que no lo es
Ciertamente, Trump tiene lo necesario 

para sondar las profundidades de la de-
pravación humana. Ataca a los inmigran-
tes que vienen de “países de mierda”, se 
refiere a los inmigrantes mexicanos como 
violadores y asesinos y ataca a los niños. 
Mientras que Trump y los republicanos son 
abiertos en su vil racismo, los demócratas 
fingen tener interés en los inmigrantes y 
los trabajadores. En manifestaciones con-
vocadas por grupos de fachada del Par-
tido Demócrata, dicen que la política de 
separación de los niños de sus padres es 
“antinorteamericana”. De hecho, en una 
protesta realizada el 26 de junio en Nueva 
York en contra de la decisión de la Supre-
ma Corte de respaldar el “veto antimusul-
mán” de Trump, los organizadores comen-
zaron a corear de manera grotesca “U.S.A., 
U.S.A.”. Sin embargo, bajo la esclavitud 
era común que los esclavistas separaran a 
las madres negras de sus hijos. También 
hay una larga y vergonzosa historia de 
robo de los niños nativos americanos de 
sus padres y de obligarlos a hablar inglés, 
en lugar de sus lenguas originales. Esto era 
llamado “civilizatorio”. 

La mayor parte de las protestas que han 
tenido lugar en las últimas tres semanas en 
contra de las políticas migratorias de Trump 
se han centrado en torno al llamado de “man-
tener a las familias juntas”. Organizadas por 
grupos de fachada demócratas como Rise and 
Resist, han tenido el cuidado de enfocarse 

exclusivamente en atacar a los republicanos. 
Una de las más grandes protestas en el área de 
Los Angeles fue la del 14 de junio. La convo-
catoria original para la protesta decía, adecua-
damente, “¡Este gobierno criminal ha venido 
haciendo esto a lo largo de años! ¡Ambos par-
tidos son culpables de estas violaciones a los 
derechos humanos!” Pero luego, los organiza-
dores eliminaron la referencia a “ambos par-
tidos” para apelar a los liberales. El Interna-
tionalist Group, junto con  un contingente de 
Trabajadores del Transporte Contra las De-
portaciones se destacaron como un polo de 
clase en esta manifestación, denunciando a 
los demócratas, lo mismo que a Trump. Una 
de las consignas más populares, repetida 
por la multitud, fue la de “Robando niños en 
tierra robada: ¡La Patrulla Fronteriza tiene 
sangre en las manos!”

A lo largo y ancho del país, hemos pro-
testado prácticamente a diario. El local de 
Nueva Inglaterra del Internationalist Group 
organizó una protesta el 18 de junio afuera 
de la estación de autobuses en Nashua, New 
Hampshire, para exigir que la policía del 
I.C.E. se largue y que la compañía Con-
cord Coach deje de cooperar con la migra. 
En Nueva York, el IG junto con la Juventud 
Internacionalista Revolucionaria y sus orga-
nizaciones fraternalmente aliadas, la Class 
Struggle Education Workers y Trabajadores 
Internacionales Clasistas, protestaron afuera 
de la cárcel del condado de Hudson en Nue-
va Jersey donde el trabajador inmigrante 
Pablo Villavicencio estaba recluido tras ser 
entregado al I.C.E. cuando entregaba piz-
zas en una base del ejército. Nos sumamos 
a la protesta en contra del “veto musulmán”, 
marchamos hacia una cárcel del I.C.E. y 
participamos en el bloqueo OccupyICE que 
ahí se realizó. En Portland, el IG y el Class 
Struggle Workers participaron en el campa-
mento de OccupyICEPDX mientras prepara 
simultáneamente una movilización sindical 
para el 30 de junio en contra de los fascistas.

Los internacionalistas hemos enfa-
tizado la necesidad de movilizar el poder de 
la clase obrera para poner alto a las depor-
taciones. Hemos insistido en que la perse-
cución de los inmigrantes ha sido realizada 
por los dos principales partidos capitalistas, 
e incluso por los verdes, quienes postularon 
como candidato a la presidencia al antiin-

migrante Ralph Nader (con el respaldo de 
reformistas como la International Socialist 
Oganization y Socialist Alternative). Hemos 
coreado “¡Fuera el I.C.E.!” y respondido 
con “¡Libérenlos a todos! ¡Plenos derechos 
para todos los inmigrantes!” Los internacio-
nalistas exigimos derechos de ciudadanía 
para todos los inmigrantes, y a diferencia de 
la ex trotskista Spartacist League, que ex-
plícitamente limita su llamado a “aquellos 
que han llegado”, llamamos por asilo para 
los refugiados de las guerras, el terror y la 
devastación producidos por el imperialis-
mo. Para la SL, las mujeres y niños que se 
encuentran justo al otro lado de la frontera 
no tienen derecho a entrar a EE.UU.

El ala liberal de la burguesía, repre-
sentada por Bernie Sanders, sólo ofrece 
poner alto a los “inhumanos programas de 
deportación y a los centros de detención 
privados”. De este modo, Sanders, con el 
respaldo de los Democratic Socialists of 
America, quiere un programa de depor-
tación “humano” y centros de detención 
públicos. También llama a “Asegurar que 
nuestra frontera sea segura y proteja a las 
comunidades locales”.

No puede ser de otro modo mientras 
que el sistema de la propiedad privada siga 
en pie. La burguesía necesita la superex-
plotación de inmigrantes desprovistos de 
todo derecho, justo como extra súper ga-
nancias de las empobrecidas neocolonias. 
No es que el sistema migratorio no fun-
cione, sino que lo hace perfectamente para 
lo que fue diseñado: aterrorizar, dividir y 
convertir en chivo expiatorio a la clase ob-
rera. Este sistema no puede ser reformado: 
debe ser destruido.

El Internationalist Group y la Liga por 
la IV Internacional insisten en que la única 
salida ante estos horrores es la revolución 
socialista internacional. Únicamente con 
la construcción de una economía colec-
tivizada planificada bajo en estado obrero, 
será posible satisfacer las necesidades de 
toda la población. Para ello hace falta con-
struir partidos obreros revolucionarios en 
todo el orbe, sobre la base del programa de 
los bolcheviques Lenin y Trotsky. Ésta es 
la tarea central que enfrentan quienes real-
mente quieren defender hoy en día a los 
inmigrantes. n 
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Marcha a la cárcel del I.C.E. en Nueva York, el 19 de junio.
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Tras una oleada de indignación, el 20 
de junio Donald Trump se vio obligado a 
dar marcha atrás en su grotesca política de 
arrebatar a los niños inmigrantes de sus pa-
dres. En lugar de ello, decretó una orden 
ejecutiva para mantener a familias enteras 
encerradas en jaulas en almacenes abando-
nados y en bases militares. Esto sólo sirvió 
para intensificar las protestas. De inme-
diato, salieron a la superficie riñas entre 
agencias policíacas en el seno de la Casa 
Blanca, cuando funcionarios comenzaron a 
decir que no tenían los recursos suficientes 
para hacerse cargo de los inmigrantes que 
estaban siendo arrestados al por mayor bajo 
la política de “cero tolerancia” de Trump.

Cinco días más tarde, el gobierno 
volvió a recular, cuando el principal encar-
gado del control fronterizo anunció que la 
agencia había dejado por el momento de 
entregar a inmigrantes con niños al sistema 
de justicia. Esto no impidió que el xenó-
fobo presidente volviera a arremeter con 
furia contra los inmigrantes, amenazando 
con simplemente echarlos del país en lo 
que representa una violación fragante del 
derecho al debido proceso. Entretanto, los 
niños robados no han sido devueltos; miles 
de jóvenes siguen encarcelados y niños 
pequeños están siendo enviados sin sus pa-
dres a los tribunales para tener audiencias 
para su deportación.

No debe haber ilusiones en que ya se 
ha logrado poner alto al presidente anti-
inmigrante y sus robaniños de la Patrulla 
Fronteriza y de la Immigration and Cus-
toms Enforcement (I.C.E.). Tampoco debe 
pensarse que elegir a los demócratas en 
noviembre traerá alivio a los más de 15 

millones de inmigrantes indocumentados 
que viven en Estados Unidos, ni a los que 
desesperadamente buscan refugio y se en-
cuentran en campos a lo largo de la fron-
tera. La monstruosa maquinaria de depor-

tación empleada por el republicano Trump 
fue montada por su antecesor, el demócrata 
Obama, quien echó de EE.UU. una canti-
dad récord de más de 8 millones de perso-
nas durante su gobierno.

Ambos partidos capitalistas son en-
emigos de los inmigrantes. Atañe a la clase 
obrera, junto con los negros, latinos y otros 
sectores oprimidos movilizar nuestro pod-
er para librar una guerra de clases en con-
tra de la guerra contra los inmigrantes. El 
Internationalist Group exige: ¡libérenlos! 
¡Que se queden! Hacemos un llamado a 
favor de la movilización masiva obrera e 
inmigrante en las calles para bloquear las 
deportaciones y exigir que los campos de 
concentración en que están recluidos los 
inmigrantes sean clausurados. Decimos: 
¡Alto a las detenciones! ¡Devuelvan los 
niños a sus padres! ¡Admitan a los refu-
giados! ¡Plenos derechos de ciudadanía 
para todos los inmigrantes! Para dirigir 
esta lucha hace falta construir un partido 
obrero internacionalista multiétnico para 
derribar el dominio racista del capital por 
medio de una revolución socialista.

Patrulla fronteriza roba niños
Todo el país ha estado sumido en una 

profunda agitación a lo largo de las últi-
mas tres semanas, toda vez que el bárbaro 

trato dado a los niños inmigrantes impactó 
la conciencia de vastos sectores de la po-
blación y provocó su horror y su furia. Lo 
anterior incluye:
•	 Imágenes de líneas de niños durmien-

do en jaulas bajo luces fluorescentes 
en delgadas colchonetas amontonadas 
en el piso de concreto con papel alu-
minio para cubrirse.

•	 Grabaciones de niños que lloran lla-
mando a sus padres mientras los agen-
tes de la Patrulla Fronteriza se burlan 
de ellos.

•	 “Refugios para la temprana edad”, es 
decir, cárceles para niños en las que 
se aloja a bebés y niños pequeños ar-
rancados de los brazos de sus madres.

•	 Las instalaciones abandonadas de un 
Wal-Mart reacondicionadas para alo-
jar a 1,500 niños varones dentro de 
jaulas durante 22 horas diarias.

•	 Un campamento en Tornillo, Texas, 
donde las temperaturas son de más de 
38 grados para mantener encerrados a 
miles de niños.

•	 Informes de espantosos abusos, como 
niños inmigrantes esposados, golpea-
dos dejados en celdas de concreto des-
nudos y amarrados a sillas con bolsas 
en sus cabezas.

¡Echar al I.C.E.! ¡Clausurar los centros de detención!  
¡Que devuelvan a los niños! ¡Dejen entrar a los refugiados!

¡Libérenlos! ¡Que se queden!
Acción obrera para poner alto a las deportaciones

Demócratas y republicanos: enemigos de los inmigrantes, ¡Forjar un partido obrero revolucionario! 
Contingente del Grupo Internacionalista y de Trabajadores Internacionales Clasistas el 1° de Mayo de 2018 en NY. 

Manifestantes del Grupo Internacionalista y de Trabajadores Internacionales 
Clasistas en una manifestación en Nueva York, el 19 de junio, en contra de 
la separación de las familias de inmigrantes.

Foto: The Internationalist
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UNISON Democracy Conference: the start of
something!
Submitted by Anon on 23 November, 2008 - 10:17 Author: Mike

Over 100 UNISON activists attended a day conference in Birmingham on “What's going wrong in UNSON?”
yesterday.

Workers Liberty supporters went to the conference in the hope that it would see the launch of a campaign to
change root and branch the current structures of the union and attempt to engage with the broader
questions of going beyond the exiting left.

Unfortunately that did not happen. Positively there were representatives of most of the left including both the
SP and SWP who in recent years have been reluctant to work together inside the union. The ongoing series of
witchunts against members of both organisations seem to have drawn them together at least on the issue of
'democracy' or more pragmatically mutual self defence.

The other motivation is the opportunity presented by forthcoming NEC elections for the left to present a
united and full slate in attempt to win the leadership of the union.

How realistic that might be we'll leave for now. But certainly the effort to achieve that aim is likely to be better
organised than ever before with a decision made to have regional meetings and committees to get the left
vote out. Such an effort is needed as the bureaucracy has already started their campaign using the union's
official publications to promote their chosen candidates in a series of puff pieces.

The left are systematically excluded from those pages despite some significant achievements and success
stories in organising and victories in strikes and disputes. Workers Liberty supporters will be supporting and
represented on that slate.

However and back to the original problem the question of democracy inside the union was barely touched
upon. WL speakers and a few 'independent' individuals did try to raise the question of rank and file
organisation and the need for the left to push forward demands for some basic democratic rights inside the
union. Particularly the idea that branches should have a right to organise their own campaigns, industrial
disputes and to contact other TU branches both inside and outside the union.

Before the conference WL supporters had proposed for discussion a charter of democratic rights following
some ideas that have been effectively used by some of the 'reform caucuses' in the US as a statement for the
conference to agree. Responses had been minimal and in hindsight reflect that the purpose of the conference
was never going to be some honest discussion about democracy but a launch rally for a joint slate. The
request for such a statement had come from the organisers of the conference but clearly agreement on any
specific words or action beyond the electoral deal was too much for the SP and SWP at this time.

Even so it seems that an opportunity has been lost. The experience in the US, in other unions in Britain and
internationally all suggest that there are some fundamental problems with trade union democracy. They are
the product of the way right wing leaderships have tried to deal with declining membership and influence.

In his book ‘US Labor in Trouble and Transition’ Kim Moody identifies three main strategies used:

A clampdown on the left, workplace and branch democracy

Halting declining numbers by seeking mergers not organising to win new members

'Partnership working' and making concessions in the bosses interest

All three are relevant to UNISON and with a merger with the GMB in sight are likely to get worse. A left
leadership could challenge these trends and try to turn the union back to being a class struggle organisation
that organises directly in workplaces for its members economic and social interests.

But the decay of branches, the lack of activists and consequently the low levels of density in workplaces
require a strategy of rebuilding the union from the bottom up. Creating a base, in each branch, of rank and
file militants to deliver and direct action and hold the leadership to account is the essential and urgent task.

That task may be acknowledged by both the SP and SWP but its well down their list of priorities and is
probably not much more than lip service as their aim is to win positions to advance not the union but their
own organisations. The track record of the SP for instance in the leadership of the PCS demonstrates that
even a “Marxist leadership” does not automatically lead to a democratic and fighting union. The SWP were
explicit that problems all came down to a question of leadership and questions of structure etc resolve
themselves.

We have tried to explain that a left leadership in charge of the bureaucracy still leaves it as a bureaucracy. This
would leave them as left bureaucrats unless they use those positions to create new forms of accountability
and membership control over decision making. Pointing this out does seems to have upset some people but
over 100 years of experience tells us that left leaders unless under the direct democratic control of members
do, under institutional and social pressures, become compromised. Their individual integrity, morality,
background etc may act to slow or limit that drift but not stop it.

That’s why we call for a rank and file movement as a necessity not as an option inside the trade unions. It
reflects our broader conception of 'socialism from below' as opposed to Stalinist and social democratic forms
of socialism. The best example relates to attitudes towards nationalisation where for us 'workers control' is
not a bonus but the prerequisite of it having any socialist content. So in the Soviet Union many on the left saw
the nationalised property relations as progressive in themselves even in the hands of a viciously anti working
class bureaucracy.

The other problem, left largely ignored, was the role of the unelected bureaucracy of full time officers within
the union who support the elected leadership and would work to undermine an disrupt the work of a left NEC.
Again the demand is simple that we are for these posts to be elected, accountable on the average wage of the
workers they represent. This was raised from the floor but not taken up as a common demand that the slate
would publicise.

Positively some speakers talked of organising in their regions groups of UNISON activists across the political
divisions through the Shop Stewards Network. This idea was approved by the platform and WL supporters will
try to ensure that whatever regional meetings are convened around the elections are continued as regular
regional activists meetings to organise around pay disputes, anti privatisation campaigns and delivering
solidarity to branches in dispute and individuals facing suspension, disciplinary etc.

If nothing else yesterday’s conference was a start in healing some of the wounds that have afflicted the left in
UNISON in recent years. But the left remains isolated inside the union and to get beyond its current limits
must take up seriously the broader issues of democracy and opening up debate in the union. WL supporters
hope to continue that debate work toward the creation of a genuine rank and file movement inside the union.

An update on the current state of the witchunts and the campaigns around them will be posted separately.
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Introduction: The Crisis of Socialism 

Socialism today confronts a crisis. We are told on a daily 

basis that socialism is dead; that there is no alternative to 

capitalism. As a result of decades in which police-state 

dictatorships called themselves “socialist,” huge numbers 

of people now equate socialism with grey-faced 

bureaucrats who watch over parades of tanks and missiles 

and who jail those who think freely, organize independent 

unions, fight for their rights, read banned literature, or 

listen to “subversive” music. Rather than freedom, the 

word socialism often triggers images of repression. As if 

this were not bad enough, the collapse of many of these 

bureaucratic regimes during the 1980s gave credence to 

the idea that socialism is unworkable, that it inevitably 

produces an inefficient economic system. In this context, 

pundits have declared “the end of history;” they insist that 

capitalism has defeated all comers, that it no longer has 

any serious rivals. 

To complicate matters further, people calling themselves 

“socialists” and “communists” often appear today as 

born-again converts to the ideals of capitalism. In Italy, 

the Democratic Party of the Left has declared that “there 

are no alternatives to the market economy.” In a similar 

vein, Britain’s Labour Prime Minister Tony Blair has 

stated that “Margaret Thatcher’s emphasis on enterprise 

was right.” And in Canada, the New Democratic Party, 



the parliamentary part of the left, has governed just like 

any other mainstream party of capitalism. In Ontario, 

Canada’s largest province, an NDP government 

grotesquely violated union rights and undertook major 

cuts to social programs. Indeed, then NDP Premier Bob 

Rae claimed that “the choice isn’t between capitalism and 

socialism. The question is what kind of capitalism do we 

want to have.” 

Actions and statements like this lend enormous weight to 

the idea that there is no alternative to capitalism. And 

there is nothing unique to Canada or Europe about all of 

this. As a Globe and Mail correspondent wrote in July 

1996, “In countries such as Poland, China and Vietnam, 

parties or governments that still use the label Communist 

are actually implementing the policies of capitalism.” 

Yet, paradoxically, the socialist critique of capitalism has 

rarely seemed more relevant than it does at the moment. 

In a world where 447 billionaires own property equal to 

the annual income of fully half of humankind; in which 

one billion people live in what the World Bank terms 

“absolute poverty”; where more than 100 million children 

labour in sweatshops; where environmental devastation 

escalates at an alarming rate; and where the oppression of 

women, people of colour, lesbians and gay men, 

aboriginals, and people living with AIDS shows no sign 

of lightening; in such a world the socialist critique of 



exploitation, inequality and oppression takes on particular 

urgency. 

At its birth, socialism was the banner under which 

working people resisted the horrors of the factory system 

and demanded a new society of equality, justice, freedom 

and prosperity. Socialism promised the emancipation of 

labour, a society founded on workers’ control where 

labour would be transformed from drudgery done in the 

pursuit of profit into collective activity done in the service 

of human needs. Early socialists looked forward to a 

world society free of nationalism and war, a world 

without gender and racial inequalities; they envisioned a 

cooperative and democratic society run by and for the 

majority. Rather than autoritarian regimes that deny even 

the most elementary democratic rights, socialism was 

understood as a new society of freedom. 

This pamphlet is dedicated to recovering that original 

vision of socialism and freedom and to showing how it 

might be renewed for the early 21st century. To renew 

socialism means two things. First, to return to its original 

sources and to show how these still speak to the dilemmas 

we face in late capitalist society. And, second, it means 

showing how authentic socialism might be extended and 

developed in order to address new problems and 

challenges that are posed by new social and historical 

conditions. 



This pamphlet begins, then, with the birth of socialism 

and proceeds to trace key parts of its history over the past 

150 years or so. I discuss this history not in order to create 

a dogma to be memorized by the “disciples” of socialism. 

I do so because any movement for human emancipation 

has a duty to learn from the great struggles, errors, and 

accomplishments of the past. Throughout, my discussion 

is informed by one overriding conviction: that the heart 

and soul of socialism is the struggle for human freedom, 

and that the socialist ideal of a free society needs to be 

revitalized if we are to mount any meaningful challenge 

to exploitation and oppression. 

I. The Dream of Freedom 

The dream of human freedom is as old as class society 

itself. So long as one section of society has been held 

down and exploited by another, some women and men 

have dreamt, spoken and written about the possibility of a 

new kind of life. And sometimes they have fought to 

break the chains of domination that tied them to a life of 

drudgery and misery. We find hints of this dream of 

freedom in the oldest of historical documents. The Old 

Testament of the Bible, for example, promises the coming 

of the messiah who will vanquish the rich and liberate the 

poor. Take the following passage from the Book of Isaiah, 

for instance, where it is proclaimed that the messiah 

would come “to preach good tidings to the meek…to bind 



up the broken-hearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives 

and the opening of the prison to them that are bound.” In 

the same vein, the New Testament announced that Jesus 

was this messiah who had come to emancipate the poor 

and the oppressed. Similar sentiments are expressed in 

other world religions. 

Throughout the Middle Ages in Europe, the legend 

persisted that some day a new liberator would come to 

slay the sinful rich and free the poor. When peasants rose 

in rebellion against their lords and masters, particularly 

during the 14th, 15th and 16th centuries, they continually 

looked for a powerful leader appointed by God who 

would lead them into a new promised land. 

The popular culture of Europe nourished a rich tradition 

of opposition to the rich and powerful. During times of 

feasting and carnival, the people engaged in rituals of 

“dethroning” kings, crowning the humblest member of 

society, blashpheming against bishops and priests, 

mocking the powerful and the well-to-do. Such practices 

were not unique to Europe. An Ethiopian proverb, for 

example, captures a similar sentiment. It states: “When 

the great lord passes the wise peasant bows deeply and 

silently farts.” 

Most of these cultures of resistance and movements of 

popular rebellion had strongly religious overtones. People 

did not tyically conceive of themselves as having the 



capacity to overthrow their rulers and to build a new 

society of their own efforts. They looked to a mystical, 

not a human, transformation of society. The turned to God 

who, through the agency of certain human beings, would 

cleanse the world of evil, violence and oppression. 

Such a mystical outlook persisted even up to the mighty 

struggles against the monarchy during the English 

Revolution of the 1640s. These struggles saw the 

emergence of a powerful communist doctrine based on 

the notion that all people should own and work the land in 

common. The radical English writer Gerard Winstanley 

wrote, for example, that “True freedom lies in the free 

enjoyment of the earth.” At the same time, Winstanley 

and his radical followers adhered to a religious view of 

things in which the birth of a new society would be the 

work, not of ordinary men and women, but of God. 

It was not until the late 18th century that the idea began to 

emerge that human beings could themselves refashion 

society. Only with the rise of capitalism in Europe and the 

emergence of the modern working class did critics of 

society began to think in terms of a human transformation 

of social life. And it was with these developments that the 

idea of socialism from below emerged. But at the start, 

socialism was largely elitist and antidemocratic in 

character. It was only through several decades of working 



class struggle that socialism took the form of a movement 

devoted to the self-emancipation of the oppressed. 

II. Birth of the Socialist Idea 

The term “socialism” made its appearance in print in 

England in 1827. Five years later, the term was used for 

the first time in a French publication. It is no accident that 

the socialist idea — and the socialist movement — first 

appeared in England and France. For socialism was a 

product of two revolutions in human affairs, each with 

their respective roots in those two countries: the industrial 

revolution in England and the popular-democratic 

revolution in France. 

THE FRENCH REVOLUTION 

The great French revolution of 1789-1799 involved the 

most massive popular struggles that had yet been seen in 

history. Rooted in popular hatred of an oppressive 

monarchy, the revolution rose on the backs of the masses 

of poor people in Paris who united under the banner of 

“liberty, equality and brotherhood.” Beginning as a 

rebellion against the abuses of the monarchy, the 

revolution grew into a massive challenge to all forms of 

oppressive authority — whether it was that of lords, 

priests or factory owners. Initially, the battle against the 

monarchy unified large sections of society. As the 

revolution advanced, however, a new ruling group tried to 



halt the process in order to maintain their grossly unequal 

system of property and power. As a result, the popular 

movement divided into conservative and revolutionary 

camps. 

In the conservative camp were those who saw freedom 

simply in terms of the freedom to own property. In the 

revolutionary camp were those who represented the Paris 

poor and who recognised that freedom was impossible 

without equality; that it was meaningless to talk of liberty 

if this was confined to the right of some men and women 

to starve to death while others grew rich off the labour of 

others. As the radical leader Jacques Roux put it at the 

height of the French Revolution in 1793: 

Liberty is no more than an empty shell when one class of 

men is allowed to condemn another to starvation without 

any measures being taken against them. And equality is 

also an empty shell when the rich, by exercising their 

economic monopolies, have the power of life or death 

over other members of the community. 

Out of the French Revolution, then, emerged the essential 

socialist idea that democracy and freedom require a 

society of equality. The French radicals recognised that 

genuine freedom presupposed the liberty of all to 

participate equally in producing and sharing the wealth of 

society. They understood that if some had the unequal 

right to own and monopolise land, property or factories, 



then others might just as unequally be condemned to a life 

of drudgery, misery and poverty. 

But a society of equality requires a minimum level of 

abundance. So long as economic life remains relatively 

backward, equality can only mean the common hardship 

of shared poverty. A healthy and thriving popular 

democracy requires a state of prosperity in which all the 

basic needs of people can be satisfied. Without a certain 

degree of economic productivity, therefore, the demand of 

the French revolutionaries for liberty and equality could 

only remain utopian. It was only with the enormous 

economic development unleashed by the industrial 

revolution in England that a society based upon equality 

and abundance became a realistic possibility. 

THE INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION 

The English industrial revolution conjures up images of 

dark and dirty textile mills, of ten-year-old children 

labouring in coal mines, of women and men working 12- 

and 14-hour days — in short, of suffering and misery. 

Such an image is largely correct. The industrial revolution 

that swept Britain, beginning in the last quarter of the 

18th century, was a massive dislocation in social life: old 

communities were destroyed; people were forced off the 

land and into workshops and factories, or into lives of 

poverty and unemployment; industrial diseases 

multiplied; hunger, poverty and illness spread; life 



expectancy fell. At the same time, however, several 

ingredients of the industrial revolution held out the 

prospect of an end to these ills. The new machineries of 

production that developed, especially during the early 

1800s, offered the possibility of sharply reducing 

drudgery and toil and of massively increasing the 

production of wealth so as to eliminate poverty forever. 

In reality, the industrial revolution did no such thing. 

Rather than leading to an improvement in the conditions 

of labour, the new industry was used to increase the 

fortunes of a few — the new industrial capitalists. 

Nonetheless, some writers saw in the industrial revolution 

an enormous potential for improving the human 

condition. Even some well-intentioned bankers and 

factory owners came to believe that the forces of this 

revolution should be harnessed to serve human ends. 

Many of these become early advocates of what has come 

to be known as “utopian socialism.” 

THE UTOPIAN SOCIALISTS 

Britain’s best known utopian socialist was the cotton 

manufacturer Robert Owen. Like most of the early 

socialists drawn from the capitalist class, Owen did not 

call for a mass, democratic restructuring of society. For 

Owen, the working class was a suffering, downtrodden 

mass, not a group capable of remaking society. Rather 

than build a political movement of the oppressed, Owen 



sought to persuade politicians, landlords, and wealthy 

businessmen to embrace the cause of social reform. Of the 

four essays that make up his New View of Society (1813), 

one was originally dedicated to Britain’s prince Regent, 

another to the middle class reformer William Wilberforce, 

and a third to his “fellow manufacturers.” In the latter 

essay, Owen described workers to his colleagues as “your 

vital machines.” Although he briefly flirted with support 

for trade unions in the early 1830s, Owen returned to 

addressing himself to “men of influence.” His whole 

approach was based upon appeals to those at the top of 

society; the idea of mobilizing those at the bottom was 

entirely foreign to his outlook. Indeed, when the workers 

of Paris rose up in June of 1848, Owen welcomed their 

suppression, arguing that it was the duty of the army to 

“overwhelm the deluded mass opposed to them.” 

In this respect, Owen was similar to the two earliest 

French utopian socialists, Henri Saint-Simon and Charles 

Fourier. Saint-Simon was a real estate speculator turned 

banker who rose to great wealth in the decades after the 

French Revolution. Fascinated by the enormous potential 

of science and technology, Saint-Simon began to argue 

the case for a “socialist” society that would eliminate the 

disorderly aspects of capitalism. Saint-Simon’s 

“socialism” was decidedly anti-democratic. He did not 

envisage an expansion of human rights and freedoms. 

Instead, he hoped for a planned and modernised industrial 



society ruled over by an international committee of 

bankers. In many respects, Saint-Simon anticipated the 

development of state capitalism; he looked forward to a 

capitalist system in which industry would be owned and 

directed by a government made up of a scientists, 

managers and financiers. 

The socialism of Charles Fourier had more to commend 

it. A self-taught eccentric, Fourier developed some highly 

original ideas with respect to the emancipation of women 

and to self-governing communities. But Fourier’s outlook 

suffered from two main defects. First, he dismissed the 

potential of modern industry for bringing into being a 

society of abundance and hoped nostalgically for a return 

to preindustrial conditions of life. Second, Fourier looked 

not to the masses of working people but to enlightened 

rulers to usher in the socialist utopia. He spent his time 

drawing up rigid blueprints for the new society and sent 

copies to rulers like the Czar of Russia and the President 

of the United States. 

Indeed, this is the common thread that runs through the 

outlook of all the early utopian socialists. Each of them 

looked to some well-intentioned members of the ruling 

class to bring about a socialist transformation of society. 

Each rejected the notion that socialism would have to be 

achieved democratically — through the mass action of 

working people. For this reason, all their views can be 



described as variants of socialism from above — a view 

in which the masses of people are mere playthings in 

whose interests an enlightened elite will change society. 

As the historian of socialism George Lichtheim has put it: 

French socialism, at the start, was the work of men who 

had no thought of overturning society, but wished to 

reform it, by enlightened legislation if possible. This is 

the link between Robert Owen, Charles Fourier, and 

Henri de Saint-Simon. 

There was, however, one revolutionary doctrine of 

socialism during this period. This consisted of what can 

best be called conspiratorial communism. Out of the 

defeat of the popular struggles of the French Revolution, 

one far-sighted group of rebels centered around a man 

named Gracchus Babeuf, developed a communist 

perspective. Babeuf and his followers believed that true 

democracy could only be constructed on the basis of 

common ownership of wealth. But they could see no way 

of winning a majority of society to support their 

communist program. The masses of French people sought 

little else than protection of their own private property — 

their plot of land or their workshop. They showed little 

interest in a socialist transformation of society. For this 

reason, Babeuf — and his later follower, Adolphe Blanqui 

— could only conceive of a revolution made by a 

minority, the communist elite. As a result, democracy 

remained foreign to their socialist program as well. 



THE EARLY ANARCHISTS 

The same is true, sometimes to a shocking degree, of the 

earliest exponents of the radical doctrine known as 

anarchism. It’s “founder,” Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, was 

an anti-semite and a woman-hater who vigorously 

opposed democracy. He opposed workers’ strikes, and 

supported France’s military dictatorship in the early 

1850s. “All this democracy disgusts me,” he wrote on one 

occasion. The masses, he argued are “only 

savages…whom it is our duty to civilise, and without 

making them our sovereign.” 

The Russian anarchist Mikhail Bakunin carried on this 

tradition, declaring that “Proudhon is the master of all of 

us.” Bakunin continued his “master’s” anti-semitism, 

believing in the existence of an international Jewish 

conspiracy that included Karl Marx and the wealthy 

Rothschild family. Moreover, Bakunin was forever 

creating conspiratorial “brotherhoods” organized 

according to a rigid hierarchy with himself and his 

appointed followers at the top. 

Early anarchism too, then, lacked a commitment to 

democratic emancipation. Not until the 1840s were 

democracy and socialism to come together in a powerful 

new form. 

III. Marxism: Socialism from Below 



The radical thought of the 1820s and the 1830s was 

profoundly elitist and anti-democratic in character. 

Utopian socialism was the creation of upper-class 

reformers; anarchism originated in the anti-democratic 

protest of the small property owner; conspiratorial 

communism conceived of a transformation of society 

brought about by a select and secret group. The programs 

of social change advocated by thinkers associated with 

these trends did not look forward to a collective 

reordering of society by the mass of the oppressed 

themselves. 

By the 1840s, however, a new current in socialist thought 

was emerging. The rise of capitalism in England and 

France had brought into being a new social force that was 

pressing for widespread change in society. This force was 

the working class — a class of wage-labourers 

concentrated in large factories and workplaces and 

increasingly inclined to resort to collective action, such as 

strikes, and collective organisation, in the form of trade 

unions. Between the years 1830 and 1848 — which mark 

two separate revolutionary uprisings in France — the 

emerging working class changed the shape of European 

politics. 

In Britain, major strike waves had taken place in the mid-

1820s. In 1834, the Grand National Consolidated Trades 

Union was founded. Mass strikes took place in 1842. In 



1847, on-going agitation among workers forced the 

government to pass the Ten Hour Bill, thus limiting the 

length of the workday. In France, the years 1831 and 1834 

saw strikes and insurrections among the silk weavers of 

Lyons. Uprisings among Parisian workers occurred in 

1832 and 1834. 

This upsurge in militant working class activity powerfully 

influenced the thinking of some radical writers and 

organisers. A few of them began to think of the working 

class as the group that could change society. Indeed, some 

theorists began to talk in terms of the working class 

liberating itself through its collective action. Notable in 

this regard was the French revolutionary Flora Tristan, 

who linked together ideas of working class self-

emancipation and women’s liberation with the proposal 

for a world-wide organisation of workers. But it was in 

the writings and the organising of a German socialist, 

Karl Marx, that the working class took centre stage in 

socialist thought. Inspired by the emergence of this class, 

Marx developed a wholly new socialist outlook based 

upon the principle of socialism from below. 

Marx was the first major socialist thinker who came to 

socialism through the struggle for democratic rights. As a 

young man in Germany during the early 1840s, Marx 

edited a newspaper which supported the widespread 

extension of democratic liberties. Increasingly, Marx 



came to view political restrictions on democracy as a 

result of the economic structure of society. When the 

government closed down his newspaper in 1843, Marx 

moved to Paris. There he encountered a vibrant working 

class and socialist movement. Several years later, Marx 

moved to England where he undertook a painstaking 

study of the nature of the capitalist economy. Out of his 

experience in France and England, Marx developed a 

consistently democratic and revolutionary socialist 

outlook. 

THE YOUNG MARX 

The young Marx started from the problem of political 

alienation in modern society. He was concerned with the 

fact that, rather than the people controlling the state, the 

state controlled the people. Marx described this as a 

condition of political alienation — in which a human 

social institution, the state, escaped the control of the 

people and came to dominate them like an alien power. 

As he studied the capitalist economy, Marx came to a 

startlingly original conclusion: that this political 

alienation of people from the state was rooted in alienated 

labour. So long as people did not control the work they 

did or the products they created, they would live in an 

alienating society. And in such a society, he argued, the 

state too would escape the control of the majority. A truly 

democratic society could only be created if alienated 



labour were to be overcome, and if people were able to 

democratically control their work and the usage of the 

wealth they create. 

It followed for Marx that democracy must begin at the 

very base of society — in the workplaces and factories — 

and from there extend through neighbourhoods and 

communities. So long as the majority do not control their 

working lives, so long as capitalists hold the bulk of 

economic power in society, a minority will continue to 

dominate political life. Full democracy thus requires the 

overcoming of alienated labour and class division in 

society. Only then will each individual fully and equally 

participate in social and political affairs. Unlike the 

utopian socialists, Marx thus insisted that socialism had to 

represent a higher stage of democracy than anything yet 

seen. He opposed all socialist and communist views that 

involved a curtailing of democracy. As he wrote in an 

1847 pamphlet outlining the views of a socialist grouping 

in which he was involved: 

We are not among those communists who are out to 

destroy personal liberty, who wish to turn the world into 

one huge barrack or into a gigantic workhouse. There 

certainly are some communists who, with an easy 

conscience, refuse to countenance personal liberty and 

would like to shuffle it out of the world because they 

consider that it is a hindrance to complete harmony. But 



we have no desire to exchange freedom for equality. We 

are convinced that in no social order will freedom be 

assured as in a society based upon communal ownership. 

Equally important, if socialism was to represent a new 

society of freedom, then it had to be achieved through a 

process in which people liberated themselves. Unlike the 

utopian socialists who looked to an elite to change things 

for the masses, Marx argued that the masses had to free 

themselves. Freedom could not be conquered for and 

handed over to the working masses. Socialism could only 

be brought into being through the mass democratic action 

of the oppressed. 

SELF-EMANCIPATION 

Marx was the first major socialist thinker to make the 

principle of self- emancipation — the principle that 

socialism could only be brought into being by the self-

mobilisation and self-organisation of the working class — 

a fundamental aspect of the socialist project. As he wrote 

in the statement of aims of the First International 

Workingmen’s Association, “The emancipation of the 

working class must be conquered by the working class 

themselves.” 

Unlike the conspiratorial communists, Marx insisted that 

there was a majority force in society that would bring 

socialism into being. He argued that the modern working 

class of wage-labourers was organized in such a way that 



it would be pushed, in the course of struggle, towards 

socialist objectives. Through his study of English 

economics, Marx came to see that capitalism had created, 

for the first time in human history, an oppressed class that 

worked collectively in large workplaces. If this class was 

to liberate itself, he pointed out, it could only do so in 

common. If it was to reorganise the economic basis of 

society, it could only do so in a collective fashion. If the 

factories, mines, mills and offices were to be brought 

under the control of those who worked in them, this could 

be achieved only through the coordinated action of 

thousands upon thousands of working people. Thus, a 

working class revolution would of necessity arrive at a 

new form of collective economy and society in which the 

means of producing wealth — the factories, schools, 

hospitals, mines, mills and offices — would be owned 

and managed in common by the whole of the working 

class. 

Such a democratic and collective society would have to 

be based upon the fullest possible political democracy. 

Marx made this point clear from his earliest writings. But 

it was only with the workers’ revolution in Paris in 1871, 

the upheaval which established the short-lived Paris 

Commune, that Marx came to see some of the forms that 

a workers’ state, workers’ democracy, would take. 



In March of 1871, the army of France admitted defeat at 

the hands of Prussia. Fearing a Prussian take-over of 

France, the workers of Paris rose up and took control of 

their city. For more than two months, the workers ruled 

Paris before their uprising was drowned in blood. In order 

to secure their rule, the Parisian workers took a series of 

popular democratic measures. They suppressed the 

standing army and replaced it with a popular militia; they 

established the right of the people to recall and replace 

their elected representatives; they decreed that no elected 

representative could earn more than the average wage of a 

worker; they instituted universal male suffrage and 

universal education. 

Marx immediately rallied to the cause of the Paris 

Commune. He hailed the action of the “heaven-stormers” 

of Paris. Most important, he learned significant lessons 

from the experience of the first workers’ revolution. Prior 

to the Paris Commune, Marx had given little thought to 

the form that a workers’ revolution would take. Now he 

drew a conclusion of tremendous importance. The 

working class, he wrote, could not “simply lay hold of the 

ready-made state machinery and wield it for its own 

purposes.” Rather, the working class had to create an 

entirely new form of state in order to secure people’s 

democracy and workers’ power. 



Marx insisted that the abolition of the standing army 

along with the institution of free and universal education, 

universal suffrage, the right to recall representatives and 

limits on the salary of any elected official were all 

essential elements of any workers’ state. The Paris 

Commune, Marx wrote was “essentially a working class 

government … the political form at last discovered under 

which to work out the economic emancipation of labour.” 

Economic emancipation, the elimination of class divisions 

and private ownership of the means of producing wealth, 

could only take place under the direct and democratic rule 

of working people through their own state. 

The experience of the Paris Commune was also a 

reminder of some of the limits of working class 

organizations. Despite the important role played by poor 

and working class women in the upheaval, the Commune 

did not give women the vote. Individuals like Louise 

Michel fought on the barricades, gave speeches and wrote 

tracts designed to rally the people of Paris to the cause of 

the Commune. But its leaders displayed a terrible 

blindspot when it came to the full participation of women. 

This aspect of the Commune illustrated the way in which 

divisions and backwardness among workers could persist 

even in the midst of a major political upsurge in which 

old ideas and traditions were being radically challenged. 

MARX AND ENGELS ON OPPRESSION 



Marx and Engels started to appreciate this fact slowly, 

over a number of years. When the International Working 

Men’s Association was launched in 1864 (its name still 

reflecting some of these limitations), Marx fought the 

French section’s opposition to organizing women into 

trade unions. Marx insisted that workers’ organizations 

should include all workers — irrespective of gender, race 

or nationality. Later, Marx’s daughter Eleanor played an 

important role in organizing working women in Britain 

into the so-called “new unions” which reached out to 

unskilled workers. More than this, both Marx and Engels 

understood that women were oppressed by the structures 

of the privatized family in capitalist society. Indeed, 

Engels wrote a most important study, The Origin of the 

Family, Private Property and the State, designed to 

explain how women came to be oppressed in class-

divided society, and how that oppression might be 

abolished in a society without classes. Not surprisingly, 

Engels’ book has been shown to be flawed on a whole 

number of points by more than 100 years of further 

research. But that is not the key point. Marx and Engels’ 

views on many questions appear outdated today. What 

matters, however, is less the specific answers they gave 

than their dedication to the idea of an inclusive 

international movement of the working class. 

In this regard, it is worth noting that Marx and Engels also 

became more attentive over time to national and racial 



divisions among workers. Intitially, Marx held the highly 

optimistic idea that European workers would 

automatically take up the cause of the whole of oppressed 

humanity. But by the 1860s, he was coming to a more 

subtle view. In the case of England, for example, Marx 

concluded that anti-Irish sentiment tied English workers 

to a identification with their own rulers. Antagonism 

towards the Irish “is the secret of the impotence of the 

English working class,” he wrote. Any serious working 

class movement had to oppose anti-Irish bigotry, insisted 

Marx. For this reason, the International Working Men’s 

Association was obliged “everywhere to put the conflict 

between England and Ireland into the foreground, and 

everwhere to side openly with Ireland.” The duty of 

socialists, in other words, was to champion the struggles 

of oppressed peoples, to side openly with them, in order 

to undermine the bigotry of workers in the dominant 

nations. 

The same approach informed Marx’s attitude towards the 

Civil War between North and South of the United States. 

Much as he mistrusted the politics of the leaders of the 

US North, Marx argued that European workers had an 

obligation to support the Northern cause in order to 

eradicate slavery. “Labour in the white skin cannot be 

free,” he insisted, “while labour in the black skin is in 

chains.” At the same time, Marx argued that the battle 

against the US South should be turned into a “really 



revolutionary war” — meaning the arming of blacks and 

their full involvement in the military struggle. 

As the years went by, Marx and Engels came to more 

informed and sensitive views about the integrity of anti-

colonial struggles in India and China, and peasant 

movements in Russia. While there were a number of real 

shortcomings to their views in some of these areas, they 

came increasingly to embrace these movements as 

important parts of the world-wide struggle of the 

oppressed, as struggles which could make a vital 

contribution to the self-emancipation of the labouring 

people of the world. 

There is no question that Marx’s outlook constituted the 

most far-reaching revolutionary vision of his time. Marx’s 

socialist perspective represented a thorough fusion of the 

idea of mass democracy with the notion of a commonly 

owned and managed economy. His work signalled an 

entirely new direction in socialist thought and politics. 

Central to Marx’s socialism were two basic principles. 

First, that the working class had to emancipate itself 

through its own collective action. Freedom could not be 

given over to the working class, it had to be conquered by 

the oppressed themselves. Secondly, in order to bring 

about a socialist transformation of society, the working 

class would have to overthrow the old state and create a 

new, fully democratic state for itself. These two principles 



— of self-emancipation and of the democratic workers’ 

state — became the very essence of ‘Marxism’, of 

socialism from below. 

IV. Rosa Luxemburg, V. I. Lenin and the First Crisis 

of Marxism 

Of the various radical and revolutionary outlooks that 

emerged from the dual experience of the French 

revolution and the industrial revolution in England, only 

Marx’s combined a passionate commitment to popular 

democracy and a socialized economy with an 

understanding that only the working class, through its 

self-activity, could bring into being a new society of 

freedom and abundance. Yet, in the 50 years after his 

death in 1883, the “Marxist” legacy was to become a 

contested one. So much so that, a mere decade or two 

after Marx’s death, the Marxist movement was to undergo 

a serious crisis and division. 

During the 1890s capitalism entered into a 20-year period 

of prolonged economic expansion. On the tails of 

economic growth, most European workers were able to 

achieve real improvements in their living standards. In 

massive numbers, these workers joined trade unions and 

socialist parties, many of which were influenced by 

Marxist ideas. In Germany, for instance, the Social 

Democratic Party had one million members by 1912 and 

received four million votes in the general election of that 



year. In a period such as this, when things are improving 

without resort to militant or revolutionary struggle, it is 

easy to assume that slow, gradual improvement is the 

natural course of things. Socialists are not immune to such 

ideas. Indeed, a mechanical version of “Marxism” 

developed during this period which argued that iron laws 

of historical evolution made the transition from capitalism 

to socialism inevitable. In this context, most European 

socialists came to the view that socialism would be 

achieved gradually, through the slow transformation of 

capitalism into a kind of welfare state in which workers 

would prosper. 

Gone was Marx’s notion that socialism could only come 

into being through a revolutionary transformation of 

society from below. In its place developed the view that 

capitalism would slowly grow over into socialism. Such a 

transition to socialism was seen as involving little more 

than the election of socialist members of parliament. The 

German socialist Eduard Bernstein was the most 

outspoken theorist of this reformist and top-down 

conception of socialism. But all the major European 

socialist parties of the time were influenced by this 

outlook. And, in a much watered down form, it remains 

the perspective of social democratic parties today. 

The dominant trend in socialist thought during this period, 

then, was a new variant of socialism from above. The 



struggle of working class people to create new institutions 

of popular democratic control was seen as having little or 

nothing to do with the creation of a socialist society. 

Instead, elected socialist officials would simply take over 

the existing bureaucratic structures of society and run 

them more humanely. Rather than a qualitatively different 

society, socialism was depicted as a gently improved form 

of the existing social order. Yet, despite the wide 

influence of this doctrine, some Marxists remained 

committed to the idea of socialism from below. The most 

important of these was the Polish revolutionary Rosa 

Luxemburg. 

ROSA LUXEMBURG 

Rosa Luxemburg became a revolutionary socialist in her 

native Poland at age 16. Two years later, she fled to 

Switzerland in order to avoid arrest by the Polish police. 

After several years of study, she moved to Germany, 

where she became the acknowledged leader of the left 

wing inside the Social Democratic Party. While in her 

twenties, Luxemburg wrote several major works 

criticising the attempts by reformists to strip Marxism of 

its democratic and revolutionary essence. Against them, 

Luxemburg argued that capitalism could not be 

transformed into socialism without mass struggle as the 

system is based upon exploitation and inherent 

contradictions. When these contradictions become 



especially acute, capitalism plunges into periods of crisis 

that inflict terrible suffering upon millions of people. And 

such periods also intensify competition among capitalism 

powers — competition which manifests itself in 

colonialism, militarism, and war. For all these reasons, 

Luxemburg maintained that the socialist movement had to 

base itself on a thorough-going opposition to capitalism. 

In the long run, the only choice for humanity was 

socialism or barbarism. 

This prognosis was proved overwhelmingly correct with 

the outbreak of world war in 1914. Nearly the entire 

reformist wing of European socialism abandoned the 

long-established principle of opposing all wars between 

capitalist nations. Instead, they reverted to crass 

patriotism, each party backing its national government. 

This situation — “socialist” support for war by imperialist 

powers — represented the first major crisis of the Marxist 

movement. In the midst of this crisis, a current of socialist 

internationalists came together. Rosa Luxemburg — 

along with her comrade Clara Zetkin and the Russian 

revolutionaries Lenin and Trotsky — headed this 

internationalist wing of the European socialist movement, 

the wing that called for the workers of all countries to 

reject the war and overthrow “their” national 

governments. While the Marxist internationalists were 

extremely isolated in the early years of the war, by its 

final years (1917-19), working class revolutions did break 



out — first in Russia, then in Germany (and later in 

Hungary, Austria and Italy). 

Rosa Luxemburg played a central role in the German 

revolution of 1918-19. And in that struggle, she 

passionately and insistently affirmed the basic principles 

of socialism from below. Time and time again, she argued 

that the working class would have to build a new world 

from the burning ashes of a Europe consumed by war, 

hunger and poverty. The struggle for socialism, she 

asserted, depends upon the fight against exploitation and 

oppression in every factory and workplace. The new 

society could only be created by the mass action of the 

working class. Nobody could give freedom over to the 

working class. As she wrote at the height of the German 

revolution: 

The struggle for socialism has to be fought out by the 

masses, by the masses alone, breast to breast against 

capitalism, in every factory, by every proletarian against 

his employer. Only then will it be a socialist 

revolution. …Socialism will not and cannot be created by 

decrees; nor can it be established by any government, 

however socialist. Socialism must be created by the 

masses, by every proletarian. Where the chains of 

capitalism are forged, there they must be broken. Only 

that is socialism, and only thus can socialism be created. 

Tragically, the struggle of the German workers was to be 

crushed — by a government composed of reformist 



“socialists.” In the process of stamping out the German 

workers’ revolution, this same ‘socialist’ government 

organised the murder of Rosa Luxemburg and her 

comrade Karl Liebknecht. Bureaucratic and reformist 

socialism from above would have nothing to do with the 

self-mobilization of the masses, with the struggle for 

socialism from below. 

But while the revolution was defeated in Germany, this 

was not the case in Russia. There, a mass socialist party 

— the Bolsheviks —had undertaken a successful working 

class seizure of power. 

LENIN AND THE BOLSHEVIK PARTY 

The Bolshevik Party emerged in 1903 as a distinct current 

within the Russian socialist movement. Unlike the 

socialists in western Europe, the Russian Marxists did not 

confront conditions of expanding political democracy and 

rising living standards. Because economic and political 

circumstances in Russia were harsher than in most of 

western Europe, ideas about changing society through 

gradual, democratic reforms did not find a wide audience. 

Much of Russia’s socialist movement remained more 

revolutionary in temperment, and this was particularly 

true of that current known as the Bolsheviks (from the 

Russian word for “majority”). 



The most important leader of the Bolsheviks was 

Vladimir Lenin. Contrary to most approaches to Russian 

history, Lenin was neither devil nor saint. He was a 

committed revolutionary socialist who devoted 

considerable energies to building a movement that could 

organize the advanced and most class conscious workers 

into a party of their own. Like anyone involved in the 

complex work of political organizing, Lenin could be 

guilty of serious errors of judgment. And, contrary to 

those who make a dogma out of his writings, he did not 

provide a ready-made model for socialist organization in 

any and all conditions. But, in the specific historical 

conditions of early twentieth-century Russia, the party he 

helped to build did develop into a mass organization of 

tens of thousands of militant workers. 

The history of the Bolshevik Party is a most uneven one. 

There were periods in which the Bolshevism took on a 

dogmatic and sectarian complexion. This was especially 

true of the years of defeat and retreat for the Russian 

workers movement, when police repression, poverty and 

isolation turned socialists in on themselves. During such 

moments, the Bolshevik Party assumed a rigid and 

monolithic character. There is often little in its practice at 

such times that genuine socialists today would want to 

emulate. But during the great periods of upsurge by the 

Russian working class — 1905 and 1917 — Bolshevism 

managed to overcome many of these limitations. As 



author Marcel Liebman argues, the Bolshevik Party 

underwent a metamorphosis in 1917 as it became a truly 

mass party of class conscious workers. “Having been 

obliged by force of circumstance to organize in a not very 

democratic way, or even in a basically anti-democratic 

one, the Party opened itself in 1917 to the life-giving 

breeze of democracy.” Thus, when socialists today look 

back to the experience of the Bolshevik Party, they ought 

not to romanticize every moment of its history; instead, 

they should try to learn from its most vibrant, democratic 

moments — those moments when it was transformed into 

a fighting party of tens of thousands of militant workers. 

Of course, these transformations in the Bolshevik Party 

went hand in hand with theoretical and political shifts. In 

fact, during the period of war and revolution (1914-17), 

Lenin’s own political views shifted and developed in 

important ways. First, he went back to the writings of 

Marx and Engels on the Paris Commune and came to the 

conclusion — as had Rosa Luxemburg at an earlier date 

— that the Marxist view of the state and of a workers’ 

revolution had been grossly distorted by the reformists. In 

his pamphlet, State and Revolution, Lenin restated the 

Marxist position that the working class would have to 

overthrow the bureaucratic and elitist state developed by 

capitalism and replace it with its own democratic 

workers’ state. “The liberation of the oppressed class is 

impossible,” Lenin argued, “without the destruction of the 



apparatus of state power created by the ruling class.” The 

new workers’ state would be a “transitional state” based 

on “the extension of democracy to such an overwhelming 

majority of the population that the need for a special 

machine of suppression will begin to disappear.” As 

socialist society developed, the state itself would begin to 

“wither away,” he argued. 

Second, Lenin came over in 1917 to the views of Leon 

Trotsky on the nature of the coming revolution in Russia. 

For years, all major trends in Russian socialism had 

believed that a bourgeois democratic revolution — a 

revolution against Czarism and for the establishment not 

of socialism but merely of liberal capitalism — would 

have to precede a workers’ revolution in Russia. In 1906, 

Leon Trotsky developed a dissenting view. Only the 

working class of Russia, Trotsky argued, would be willing 

and able to carry through the fight for democratic reforms 

and for a democratic republic. But why, he asked, should 

the workers be expected to stop at that point? Why should 

they not extend the fight for democratic rights into a 

struggle for workers’ control and socialist democracy? In 

fact, Trotsky asserted, democracy in Russia could only be 

brought into being through a workers’ revolution. The 

struggle for democratic rights, therefore, would tend 

almost automatically to pass over into a struggle for 

workers’ power. 



Answering the charge that Russia was too backward to be 

able to construct a socialist society — for which a 

situation of abundance was a central precondition — 

Trotsky argued that while Russia remained backward, 

Europe as a whole did not. The Russian revolution, he 

argued, would be part of a Europe-wide conflict. Aided 

by the advanced workers’ movements of central and 

western Europe, he contended, Russia could “skip” the 

stage of liberal capitalism and proceed directly to the 

construction of a socialist society. Trotsky described this 

process as a permanent revolution. The revolution would 

have to be permanent in two senses. First, the battle for 

democracy would have to pass over into a revolution for 

workers’ power. Secondly, the Russian revolution would 

have to spread and become part of the European 

revolution — indeed, of a world revolution. 

It is important to note in this regard that the theory of 

permanent revolution involved a much more strongly 

internationalist outlook than other socialist perspectives. 

By insisting that workers in less developed countries 

could undertake struggles for socialism, Trotsky’s theory 

overcame certain “Eurocentric” tendencies within 

socialism — the idea that the socialist movement was a 

strictly European affair. Indeed, after 1917 both Trotsky 

and Lenin gave a new emphasis to the role of anti-

colonial struggles as a central part of the international 

socialism. 



THE RUSSIAN REVOLUTION 

When working women in the Russian city of St 

Petersburg took to the streets demanding bread and peace 

in March of 1917, few realised that the Russian revolution 

had begun. Once the demonstration of the women 

workers sparked a wave of revolutionary struggle against 

Czarism, however, Lenin immediately embraced the 

perspective of Trotsky and declared that only a 

revolutionary workers’ movement could win the battle for 

democracy — and in so doing it would begin the struggle 

for socialism. At the same time, Trotsky recognised that 

without an organised political party no revolution could 

succeed. He therefore joined the Bolsheviks. Together 

Lenin and Trotsky helped to push the Bolshevik Party 

into organising a workers’ uprising in October (November 

by the western calendar) of 1917. 

The Russian revolution was based upon a wholly new 

kind of social organisation, the workers’ council or soviet. 

These councils, based on elected delegates from the 

workplace and the neighbourhoods, became the new 

decision-making bodies of Russia. They were organs of 

direct democracy whose delegates, like those of the Paris 

Commune, could be recalled by the electors. The soviets 

represented a new form of mass democracy. It was for 

this reason that Lenin and Trotsky made the demand for 

“All power to the soviets!” the central slogan of the 



Russian revolution. The soviets, they claimed, would be 

the basis of the new workers’ state; they would represent 

the embodiment of workers’ democracy. And after the 

Bolshevik-led uprising of October 1917, the soviets did 

indeed become the foundation of the Russian workers’ 

state. The American journalist John Reed, in Russia at the 

time, carefully described the organisation of this new 

state: 

At least twice a year delegates are elected from all over 

Russia to the All-Russian Congress of Soviets … This 

body, consisting of about two thousand delegates, meets 

in the capital in the form of a great soviet, and settles 

upon the essentials of national policy. It elects a Central 

Executive Committee, like the Central Committee of the 

Petrograd Soviet, which invites delegates from the central 

committees of all democratic organisations. This 

augmented Central Executive Committee of the All-

Russian Soviets is the parliament of the Russian Republic. 

The soviets, Reed pointed out, were amazingly vibrant 

and active organisations, concerning themselves with all 

aspects of social policy. “No political body more sensitive 

and responsive to the popular will was ever invented,” he 

stated. 

During 1917 and 1918, the Russian soviets teemed with 

revolutionary initiative and enthusiasm. For the first time, 

millions of ordinary workers and peasants found 

themselves able to participate in the major decisions that 



affected their lives. Control of the factories was taken 

over by the workers, land was seized by the poor 

peasants, the embryo of an entirely new form of society 

was created. 

But only the embryo. For the germ cell of socialism to 

grow, it required several essential ingredients. One was 

peace. The new workers’ state could not establish a 

thriving democracy so long as it was forced to raise an 

army and wage war to defend itself. A second essential 

ingredient was abundance. Unless the basic material 

needs of all people could be satisfied, it would be 

impossible to keep alive a direct and active democracy. 

Hungry people can only keep their concern with politics 

alive for so long. Sooner or later, the more pressing need 

for bread intervenes. For these reasons, a third ingredient 

was indispensible — the spread of the revolution. Only 

successful workers’ revolutions in Europe could end the 

threat of war and provide the economic assistance upon 

which workers’ Russia depended. It was with these 

considerations in mind that Lenin stated, four months 

after the October revolution, “The absolute truth is that 

without a revolution in Germany we shall perish.” 

V. From the Russian Revolution to the Rise of 

Stalinism 

Worker’s Russia was not greeted by a revolution in 

Germany, by warm arms and offers of fraternal 



assistance. Instead, it was greeted by the invasion of 17 

armies from 14 countries. Alone, isolated, encircled, 

revolutionary Russia undertook the heroic task of 

defending itself. Under the leadership of Trotsky, a Red 

Army was created that for nearly three years criss-crossed 

Russia battling the armies of imperialism. In the end, the 

Red Army prevailed — but at a terrible price. Russia was 

bled dry. Its industry had collapsed. It could no longer 

feed its population. With economic and social collapse 

came political decay. As workers’ democracy 

disintegrated, a new bureaucracy rose to power. 

The dimensions of Russia’s collapse are truly staggering. 

By 1920, industrial production had fallen to a mere 13 per 

cent of its 1913 level. There were massive shortages of 

every conceivable item. But most desperately, there was a 

chronic shortage of food. Famine swept the countryside. 

According to Trotsky, cannibalism emerged in some of 

the provinces. There was a huge flight of people from the 

cities, where food was nearly impossible to find, back to 

the country. The population of Petrograd, the major 

industrial city, fell from 2.5 million in 1917 to 574,000 in 

August of 1920. And even those workers who remained in 

the cities were often too sick or too hungry to work. 

Absenteeism reached an average of 30 per cent. Disease 

haunted the country. Between 1918 and 1920, 1.6 million 

people died of typhus, dysentery and cholera. Another 

350,000 perished on the battle field. 



By 1920, the very face of Russia had changed. Workers’ 

democracy, in the meaningful sense of the term, had 

disappeared — as had most of the working class, through 

death or retreat to the countryside. In many cases 

elections to the soviets ceased. The Bolshevik Party 

remained alone in power confronted by a country that was 

slowly dying. Increasingly, the leadership of this party 

came to distrust all dissent; its rule became more and 

more dictatorial. Even dedicated revolutionaries like 

Lenin and Trotsky were not immune to these tendencies. 

In some cases, as at Kronstadt in 1921, the Bolshevik 

government crushed dissent that, even if misguided, grew 

out of genuine popular grievances, not right-wing 

conspiracy. That these developments were largely a result 

of overwhelming pressures is indisputable; but these 

pressures took an enormous toll, leading to a growing 

bureaucratization of political life. In the early 1920s, this 

ruling party divided into a series of factions, each with a 

different view as to how society should be governed and 

socialism constructed. While many individuals crossed 

back and forth between the contending factions, within a 

few years of Lenin’s death in 1924 (he had been sick and 

largely incapacitated since 1922) there were two 

dominant points of view. 

Grouped around Joseph Stalin were those forces that 

represented the rising Soviet bureaucracy. Stalin’s group 

argued that the Russian government should go about the 



task of building “socialism in one country.” For this 

group, “socialism” lost any foundation in organizations of 

workers’ democracy, soviets. They came increasingly to 

identify socialism with a bureaucratic monopoly of power 

which allowed no place for organs of mass democracy. 

Further, they began to define socialism as a state-

controlled and planned economy which would 

industrialise backward Russia on the basis of ruthless 

labour discipline and starvation wages. 

Grouped around Leon Trotsky were the forces known as 

the “Left Opposition.” In the early 1920s, Trotsky had 

started to oppose many of Stalin’s policies. At first, 

Trotsky’s opposition was timid and cautious; his 

criticisms did not go so far as had those of some earlier 

oppositionists. Shortly before his death, Lenin had 

suggested that he and Trotsky should form a “bloc” 

against Stalin. By the mid-1920s, the Left Opposition had 

been created around two central planks. First, democracy 

had to be re-established in the Bolshevik Party and in the 

mass organisations such as the trade unions and the 

soviets. Secondly, the Soviet government had to abandon 

all such retrograde notions as socialism in one country — 

which identified socialism with an impoverished and 

bureaucratically-dominated society — in favour of a 

revolutionary and internationalist perspective that saw 

Russia’s salvation in spreading the revolution. The 

program of the Left Opposition was far from perfect; in 



particular, it put insufficient emphasis on the revival of 

workers’ democracy. But at the time it represented the 

only perspective that held out any hope of resisting the 

degeneration of the revolution. 

COUNTER-REVOLUTION 

By 1927 the debate was largely over. Trotsky’s 

revolutionary perspective fell on deaf ears. Although 

some thousands of workers did take up the slogans of the 

Opposition, the mass of the working class was hungry and 

demoralized. It remained largely indifferent to the rallying 

cry of the Left Opposition. Meanwhile hundreds of 

thousands of careerists had joined the Bolshevik Party. 

Many of these were former Czarist officials who foresaw 

the possibility of state employment if they proclaimed 

themselves “communists.” With the Bolshevik Party 

dominated now by such elements (200,000 original 

communists had died during the Civil War), Stalin’s 

victory was assured. In November of 1927, Trotsky was 

expelled from the Bolshevik Party. He would soon be 

deported from the Soviet Union. 

At that point, Stalin undertook to reshape the entire nature 

and direction of Russian society. This reshaping had four 

main aspects: the elimination of all dissent; the liquidation 

of all forms of democracy and of genuine working class 

organisation; the slashing of the living standards of the 

working class; and the physical annihilation of millions of 



peasants. The purpose of these policies was to transfer 

economic resources from fulfilling the consumption needs 

of human beings to the building of a massive military-

industrial complex that could compete with western 

capitalism. 

The elimination of dissent had begun in the early 1920s. 

Now it intensified with expulsions from the Bolshevik 

party in 1927. Then came sweeping arrests. In the mid-

1930s, a wave of “show trials” led to the slaughter of the 

original Bolshevik leaders of the revolution. But the most 

astounding and gruesome form of repression came in the 

slave labour camps. By 1931, two million people had 

found their way into these camps. By 1933, the figure was 

five million. In 1942 it reached a staggering 15 million. 

The destruction of the remnants of workers’ democracy 

proceeded apace. Strikes were outlawed in 1928. After 

1930, workers were no longer allowed to change jobs 

without state permission. Trade unions were reduced to 

bureaucratic playthings controlled by the state. Other 

democratic gains of the revolution were buried. Access to 

divorce was severely curtailed. Abortion was made 

illegal. Homosexuality, made legal with the revolution, 

was criminalized once again. A regime of police terror 

prevailed. 

In 1929, the first Five-Year Plan was introduced. The aim 

Stalin announced, was to “catch up and overtake” the 



West. In order to take control of food production, several 

million peasants were slaughtered. In the towns, workers’ 

wages were cut in half between 1930 and 1937. A rate of 

growth of 40 per cent was declared. Such a growth rate 

could only be achieved through ruthless exploitation of 

the working class — by forcing workers to produce more 

and more output for lower and lower wages. 

From this point on, the whole axis of Russian 

development changed. Gone was the commitment to 

workers’ democracy and international socialism. In their 

place, a privileged bureaucracy had installed the aims of 

industrial and military development in order to build a 

world power. Under Stalin, the Soviet Union undertook to 

make its peace with world capitalism. The objective of 

defeating international capitalism through workers’ 

revolutions was replaced by the aim of building a modern 

military-industrial complex. To this end, the Soviet Union 

developed its own cynical foreign policy, helping to 

strangle revolution in Spain in 1936-37 in an effort to 

appease the West, and signing a non-aggression pact with 

Hitler’s Germany in 1940. After the Second World War, 

Stalin’s Russia claimed control of large parts of eastern 

Europe — Poland, Czechoslovakia, Bulgaria, and 

Hungary in particular. When these nations challenged 

Russian rule, tanks were sent in to crush dissent — as in 

Hungary in 1956, and Czechoslovakia 12 years later. 



The effect of Stalinism was to do inestimable damage to 

the image of socialism. With repressive, bureaucratic 

states calling themselves “socialist,” huge numbers of 

people decided they wanted nothing to do with a 

movement carrying that name. When a mass workers’ 

movement calling itself Solidarity rose up in Poland in 

1980-81, it was brutally repressed, demonstrating once 

again that the Stalinist regimes were enemies of the 

working class. Suffering economic crises and lacking 

popular support, the Stalinist regimes in eastern Europe 

fell like dominoes from 1989 on. No greater 

condemnation is possible than that delivered by the mass 

of the people who cheered on the disintegration of these 

corrupt police states. 
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VI. Leon Trotsky and Anti-Stalinist Socialism 

DURING THE TERRIBLE decade of the 1930s when 

Stalin was committing barbarous crimes in the name of 

“socialism,” the voice of Leon Trotsky kept alive some of 

the basic elements of socialism from below. Stalin had 
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returned to an ideology resembling authoritarian pre-

Marxian socialism. Gone was socialism’s democratic 

essence. Stalin’s “Marxism” was a variant of socialism 

from above. A bureaucratic elite was to oversee the 

transformation of a poor and backward country into a 

modern power, whatever the cost in human terms. That 

such a perspective could be called “socialist” or 

“communist” was a horrible travesty. 

It was Trotsky’s great virtue that, as an internationally 

known leader of the Russian revolution, he insisted that 

Stalin’s regime represented the betrayal of socialism. 

Against all odds, Trotsky maintained that socialism was 

rooted in the struggle for human freedom. Furthermore, 

against the nationalistic notion of “socialism in one 

country.” he asserted that socialism could only come into 

being on a world scale. In so doing, he defended the 

uncompromising internationalism of Marx, Luxemburg 

and Lenin. 

After the Communist Party in Germany ahd failed to 

mobilize united working class action to stop the Nazis, 

Trotsky fought desperately to build a new revolutionary 

socialist movement. At a time when Stalin’s counter-

revolution was reshaping Russia and the fascism of Hitler 

and Mussolini was sweeping across Europe, crushing 

workers’ movements in its path, this was no mean task. 

Even if he had never developed the theory of the 



permanent revolution, never played a leading role in the 

revolution of 1917, nor built the Red Army, Trotsky’s 

contribution to keeping alive the socialist flame during the 

1930s would have insured him a lasting place in the 

history of international socialism. 

The conditions of the 1930s, however could not but affect 

Trotsky’s outlook. The great periods of Marxism have 

been those in which revolutionary socialists have been 

actively bound up with mass movements of the working 

class. The health and dynamism of Marxism has always 

depended upon a certain unity of theory and practice. For 

Marx and Engels, these great periods were the 

revolutionary wave of 1848 in Europe and that of the 

Paris Commune of 1871. During the failed Russian 

revolution of 1905, socialist theory was advanced by the 

likes of Trotsky, Luxemburg and Lenin. The next great 

period was that of 1917-1921. Then, revolutionaries such 

as Luxemburg, Lenin, Trotsky and the Italian communist 

Antonio Gramsci played central roles in revolutionary 

movements of the working class. During each one of 

these periods Marxist theory was developed and enriched 

on the basis of the living experience of the working class 

movement. 

During the 1930s, however, Trotsky was cut off 

completely from any genuine workers’ movement. 

Throughout Europe, the working class was reeling from 



defeat after defeat. The socialist and communist 

movement was on the defensive, struggling desperately to 

defend itself from the hammerblows of fascism. While 

Trotsky’s commentaries on the events of this period are 

often brilliant, they were unable to inspire any significant 

numbers of working people into action. Further, Trotsky’s 

new communist movement remained confined to handfuls 

of the radical intelligentsia. Their divorce from mass 

struggles — indeed an incredible remoteness from the 

day-to-day experience of the working class — could only 

distort the theory and practice of what came to be known 

as “Trotskyism.” 

The Trotskyist movement paid dearly for its isolation. In 

many countries it too often became little more than a 

debating society for people who had no real experience of 

working class struggle. Many fine and dedicated 

individuals joined the ranks of this movement. But their 

socialist politics were shaped in small, marginalized 

groups cut off from any real involvement in mass 

movements. Shut in on themselves in a period of terrible 

defeats, these groups often became little more than a 

collection of squabbling factions and individuals. 

Increasingly, the problems of reaching a mass audience 

were attributed to “traitors” in their own midst, rather than 

the objective problems posed by the world around them. 

Trotsky denounced the “closed circles,” the “literary 

arrogance” and the “conceit and grand airs” of socialists 



who felt capable of pronouncing on the general strategy 

and tactics of revolution in any corner of the world 

although they had failed to gain a toehold in the workers’ 

movement of their own country. Yet, for all his criticisms, 

Trotsky could not supply the only real corrective to such a 

hot-house atmosphere: involvement and education in the 

class struggle. 

These problems were compounded by defects in 

Trotsky’s own analyses of events. As the 1930s went on, 

Trotsky tended towards more and more dramatic, even 

apocalyptic, predictions. Increasingly he insisted that 

capitalism had entered its “death agony,” that it could 

never again expand economically. “The disintegration of 

capitalism has reached extreme limits,” he wrote in 1939, 

“likewise the disintegration of the ruling class. The 

further existence of this system is impossible.” It had been 

an axiom of Marx’s thought that capitalism could always 

get out of a crisis if it was able to grind down workers 

sufficiently to boost profit rates. With this is mind, later 

Marxists had argued that there is no such thing as a 

permanent crisis of capitalism; either workers overturn 

the system or capitalism will restructure itself at workers’ 

expense. But Trotsky’s analysis took on a heavily 

fatalistic character. All the elements of a world-wide 

revolutionary upheaval were in place, he insisted, except 

for adequate political leadership. It followed that “the 

crisis of humanity is the crisis of revolutionary 



leadership.” The building of the meagre forces of the 

Fourth International thus came to be seen as a matter of 

life or death for the working class movement. 

This analysis gave an inflated, sometimes messianic, 

sense of self-importance to Trotsky’s followers. Many 

started to declare themselves the true leadership of the 

working class movement despite the fact that most 

workers had never heard of their groups. The issuing of 

grandiose pronouncements often became a substitute for 

the patient political work required to build a meaningful 

organization. And when things went badly, when workers 

failed to respond to the appeals of tiny revolutionary 

groups, it became more and more common for Trotsky’s 

followers to blame their failings on heretics and renegades 

in their own midst. 

Political confusion and disagreement about what was 

happening in Russia only made matters worse. As Stalin’s 

counter-revolution intensified — as communist militants 

were executed, peasants slaughtered, the last vestiges of 

democracy eliminated — the question arose as to the 

nature of the society that was taking shape in Russia. 

Many people began to argue that a new kind of class 

domination had developed in Russia, that nothing of 

lasting value remained from the revolution of 1917. 

Trotsky resisted such arguments. While vehemently 

condemning Stalin’s regime, which he even described as 



“a Bonapartist fascist bureaucracy” that had become “a 

weapon of bureaucratic violence against the working 

class,” he argued that Stalin’s Russia remained a workers’ 

state, albeit of a degenerated kind. Trotsky acknowledged 

that the soviets had been destroyed, that union democracy 

had disappeared, that the Bolshevik party had been 

stripped of its revolutionary character, and that a new 

“political” revolution would be necessary to overthrow 

the Stalinist dictatorship. Still, he insisted that Russia was 

a workers’ state. And he did so on the basis of one 

criterion alone: that property remained nationalized, in 

state hands. This was evidence, he believed, of a lasting 

gain brought about by the 1917 revolution; private 

property had not been restored by Stalin. 

For some of Trotsky’s followers, this was not good 

enough. A workers’ state, they insisted, required the 

existence of some form of workers’ power or workers’ 

control. Nationalized property did not make a society 

superior to private, liberal capitalism. These critics argued 

that a new ruling class, basing itself upon state-owned 

property, had come into being. Some of these critics 

referred to this new system as bureaucratic collectivism. 

Still others saw it as duplicating the forms of exploitation 

found under classic capitalism; they characterized the 

Stalinist regimes as state capitalist societies. 



The present writer sympathizes with the critics of 

Trotsky’s view of Stalinist Russia as a workers’ state. But 

it must be added that the situation was a difficult and 

complex one, and that a strong and vigorous movement 

would have allowed such differences of analysis to 

coexist. Such a movement would have acknowledged the 

complexity of the problems involved while insisting upon 

its revolutionary socialist opposition to the Stalinist 

regimes. But the small, isolated Trotskyist groups were 

incapable of holding together in the midst of such 

differences. Even during Trotsky’s lifetime, the 

movement he had created began to split and fracture over 

these issues. After his death, as new Stalinist regimes 

were created in eastern Europe and elsewhere, these 

differences became more and more difficult to contain. 

The Trotskyist movement entered upon a history of 

almost permanent fracturing. While individual groups 

often played an admirable role in galvanizing significant 

struggles — anti-war movements, struggles for abortion 

rights, student upheavals — the movement which took 

Trotsky’s name failed to develop into a genuinely mass 

organization. Unable to affect real events, Trotsky’s 

followers too often clung to their “orthodoxy,” to a 

doctrinaire attachment to the writings of their founder as a 

security blanket, a kind of faith designed to keep them 

together through hard times. Their squabbles over who 

was the true disciple and who the heretic became more 

and more obscure to ordinary people. 



As a result, the Trotskyist movement was largely 

incapable of developing Marxist ideas to confront the 

changing realities of capitalism and the working class in 

new historical situations. While many of Trotsky’s ideas 

— his theory of permanent revolution, his writings on 

literature and art, and his passionate critiques of Stalinism 

— are an important source for the traditions of socialism 

from below, they are far from adequate on their own and 

cannot be treated like a dogma. Socialism from below 

must draw upon other vital traditions of Marxist theory 

and practice. Especially important in this regard are the 

writings of Antonio Gramsci. 

VII. Antonio Gramsci and the Renewal of Socialism 

from Below 

Antonio Gramsci is probably the most widely discussed 

Marxist figure in the West today. Born on the Italian 

island of Sardinia in 1891, Gramsci studied philosophy 

and linguistics at university, and joined the Socialist Party 

of Italy (SPI) in 1913. Three years later, he gave up his 

studies to become a full-time worker for the SPI. The 

Socialist Party was growing considerably at this time, its 

membership rising from about 50,000 in 1914 to 200,000 

by 1919. In the general election of the latter year the SPI 

became the largest party in the Italian parliament, winning 

156 seats and two million votes. 



During the war, Gramsci settled in Turin where he 

became closely associated with the city’s militant 

metalworkers. Shortly after, a great upsurge of working 

class struggle occurred, beginning with a rash of factory 

occupations by workers in northern Italy in February 

1920. In April, the struggle rose to a new level when 

Turin employers tried to reduce the power of workers’ 

organizations known as “internal commissions” within the 

factories. Confronted with this attack, 400,000 Turin 

workers occupied their factories. Yet, even this phase of 

the struggle paled by comparison with events that erupted 

in August when employers refused to negotiate with the 

metalworkers’ union. Hearing that employers had locked 

out 2000 Milan metalworkers, the union called an 

occupation of 300 Milan plants. When the employers 

responded with a national lock-out, a nation-wide wave of 

factory occupations ensued. Half a million workers seized 

control of their factories, raising red flags and organizing 

armed workers battalions to prevent the police or army 

from trying to take back the factories. 

Within days, on a suggestion from Gramsci and other 

socialists in Turin, the workers restarted production 

without management. Gramsci had wanted to demonstrate 

that workers’ controlled production was entirely possible 

— and now such an experiment was in motion. For 

Gramsci and tens of thousands of working class militants, 

the socialist revolution was now underway in Italy. 



But for the leaders of the unions and the PSI, all this was 

a bit much. They had wanted to use mass struggle to force 

the employers to negotiate; they were certainly not 

interested in an experiment in workers’ control of 

industry, or a working class seizure of power. As a result, 

they moved quickly to demobilize the struggle. First, they 

invented the absurd tactic of calling a referendum on 

whether to proceed with a socialist revolution — a 

referendum in which roughly 590,000 workers voted “no” 

while 409,000 voted “yes”! Then the labour leaders 

reached a settlement with the employers under which the 

factories were returned to their capitalist owners. 

For Gramsci and tens of thousands of working class 

socialist activists, the sell-out of the struggles of 1920 was 

a staggering disappointment. Within months, tens of 

thousands of SPI members split away to form the new 

Communist Party. But just as the socialist revolutionaries 

were regrouping, so was the ruling class. In October 1922, 

Mussolini undertook his famous march on Rome which 

brought the fascists to power. Four years later, the fascist 

government imprisoned Gramsci, then general secretary 

of the Communist Party. Gramsci was to spend 11 years 

behind bars, all of that time with deteriorating health. 

When his sentence expired in 1937, he was too ill to leave 

the clinic in which he had been placed by prison 

authorities; he died there only days after he was due for 

release. But while in prison, he had written thousands 



upon thousands of pages devoted to sorting through the 

problem of socialist revolution in an advanced capitalist 

society organized differently from Czarist Rissia. These 

writings, known as Gramsci’s Prison Notebooks, are a 

rich source of Marxist analysis and reflection on socialist 

struggles in advanced capitalism. 

Three concepts figure centrally in Gramsci’s application 

of Marxism to western capitalist societies. First, there is 

the idea of civil society. In Gramsci’s view, the ruling 

class in the West does not simply dominate society by 

means of the state — the political bureaucracy, police, 

army, and courts. Instead, he suggests, western capitalism 

is characterized by a diverse civil society — consisting of 

schools, political parties, mass media, churches, and other 

organizations — through which the ruling class can 

extend its influence over the mass of the population. Most 

of the time, he argues, institutions of civil society play a 

more important role than does the state in securing 

bourgeois rule. 

This leads to the second of Gramsci’s key ideas, the 

notion of hegemony. In the West, he argues, the capitalist 

class normally relies less on coercion, on domination by 

direct use of force and intimidation, and puts greater 

emphasis on winning the consent of the governed. The 

ruling class seeks to establish a moral and ideological 

leadership, or hegemony, over society as a whole by 



instilling its values within the general population. This 

means, said Gramsci, that a revolutionary movement must 

be concerned not merely with overthrowing the state, but 

also with winning the oppressed majority to a new set of 

values and beliefs, with breaking the intellectual and 

cultural domination of the ruling class. A revolutionary 

movement must construct a counter-hegemony, he 

suggests; and this means establishing a socialist 

movement with its own intellectual and cultural 

institutions. 

With this in mind, Gramsci introduces a third idea, the 

war of position. In Russia, he argues, once the Czarist 

regime went into crisis, the main task was to pull 

sufficient forces together to overturn the state. This 

entailed a “war of maneuver,” a complex set of tactics 

designed to strike when the other side was off balance. 

But such an approach won’t work where the ruling class 

rules as much or more by consent than coercion. In such 

circumstances, Gramsci maintains, the Marxist movement 

will have to engage in a protracted war of position within 

society, a campaign of building an intricate system of 

political trenches — newspapers, cultural organizations, 

trade unions, women’s, peasant and youth organizations 

— that enable the revolutionary socialist movement both 

to weaken the hegemony of the ruling class and to begin 

building its own political culture within the spaces of the 

old society. While Gramsci continue to insist that a 



revolutionary assault on the state would be required, he 

envisioned years of building a new kind of mass 

revolutionary movement as its essential precondition. 

Gramsci thus rejected the idea, still held by some on the 

left, according to which a profound societal crisis breaks 

out like lightning in a thunderstorm, and a revolutionary 

movement arises virtually from nowhere to topple the old 

order. Gramsci described such views as a kind of 

“historical mysticism” that awaits a “miraculous 

illumination.” Modern capitalism, with its complex civil 

society, will not be susceptible to a dramatic meltdown in 

which a revolutionary movement surges from the margins 

to seize power. Given its complex network of institutions 

and political parties, the ruling class in the West has 

considerable resources for reclaiming “the control . . . 

slipping from its grasp.” Rather than simply transfer a 

revolutionary strategy that fit France in 1848 or Russia in 

1917, western Marxists will need a much more 

sophisticated strategy, one devoted to the development of 

a genuinely mass revolutionary movement long in 

advance of a social and economic crisis. 

Gramsci thus constructed a new and more complex model 

of a revolutionary party within an advanced capitalist 

society, one that is especially important in the age of 

radio, television, film, video and the internet. It is not the 

case, however, that Gramsci believed all that was needed 



was to engage in cultural and intellectual combat with 

capitalist hegemony. Not for a moment did he suggest that 

artists and intellectuals could simply produce paintings, 

books, plays, films, and so on as an adequate means of 

challenging capitalist power. Political parties are the 

“historical laboratory” for developing a counter-

hegemony, he insisted; revolutionary parties are “the 

crucibles where the unification of theory and practice” 

can take place. The building of a new type of mass 

revolutionary party had to be the central commitment of 

every serious Marxist. 

At the same time, Gramsci was aware of the danger that 

the leaders of a socialist party might become conservative 

and bureaucratic in outlook, that they might become 

habituated to seeing things only through the windows of a 

party office and lose contact with the actual experience of 

the oppressed. Political parties, claimed Gramsci, have a 

“tendency to become mummified and anachronistic.” It is 

vital, therefore, that a genuinely socialist party be 

organically connected to the experience of masses of 

working class people. And this means that the party’s 

intellectuals — its speakers, journalists, and organizers — 

need to be immersed in that experience. It also means that 

the party must develop intellectuals of a new type, what 

Gramsci called organic intellectuals, people whose 

intellectual life and outlook is formed by their organic 

involvement in the struggles of the oppressed. 



To this end, Gramsci argued for a close interaction 

between the “spontaneous” struggles of working class 

people and the political “leadership” of a revolutionary 

party. He argued that spontaneous movements, however 

uneven they might be, should not be “neglected or 

despised.” It was the job of a socialist party to be a part of 

these struggles, while at the same time trying to raise 

them to a higher level — to free them from nationalism, 

sexism, or other traditional ideas — and to use such 

struggles to demonstrate to the mass of the people that 

they have the power to become “creators” of new values, 

“founders” of a new form of society. Gramsci thus 

envisioned an ongoing interaction between day-to-day 

struggles and educative activities designed to create the 

rudiments of a socialist political culture in the here-and-

now. Both elements — immediate struggles and political 

and cultural education — were essential. The unity of the 

two was to be achieved in a political movement dedicated 

to the self-mobilization and self-education of the working 

class. 

Gramsci did not provide a recipe book for building 

revolutionary movements in advanced capitalist societies; 

he was not the creator of a new dogma. His Prison 

Notebooks are often vague and merely suggestive; and 

there are many features of late capitalist society he could 

not possibly have anticipated. But while in prison he 

reflected profoundly upon his experience in the working 



class and socialist movements, including the experience 

of a near-revolution whose failure opened the door to 

fascism. In so doing, he addressed ways in which a 

socialist movement might contend with the cultural and 

ideological forms of capitalist domination of society. 

Preliminary and suggestive as these ideas might be, they 

are an invaluable source for those who want to continue 

the task of organizing for socialism from below today. 

VIII. Rebels within the Movement: Socialist Voices for 

Gender, Racial and Sexual Liberation 

EARLY SOCIALISTS hoped, somewhat romantically, 

that workers would increasingly recognize their common 

interests and unite irrespective of nationality, gender, 

ethno-racial identity and sexual orientation. “Workers of 

the the world unite,” intoned the Communist Manifesto 

without paying much attention to how difficult this might 

prove. Yet the reality is that divisions plague the working 

class, and these often have to do with the involvement of 

many workers in oppressive practices. White workers are 

often complicit in racism; male workers in sexism; 

straight workers in heterosexism towards lesbians and gay 

men. Workers in dominant nations, like English-speaking 

Canada, are often hostile to the national aspirations of 

those, like aboriginal peoples and the Québecois, who 

have suffered historic oppressions. 



By showing how workers inherit the traditional ideas of 

the dominating classes, Gramsci’s notion of hegemony 

can help us understand why oppressed people of the 

working class are often complicit in the oppression of 

others. But Gramsci didn’t spend much time analyzing 

specific forms of oppression and division and how they 

might be countered. It has been left largely to dissidents 

within the socialist movement to try to force the struggles 

for anti-racism, lesbian and gay liberation and the 

emancipation of women onto the socialist agenda. In the 

process, many of these people have extended and 

developed Marxism in order to explain forms of 

oppression that were often neglected by their forerunners. 

These dissidents have often encountered fierce opposition 

within the left. Sometimes, outright bigotry has been 

tolerated in the socialist movement; the reformist 

socialists in Germany at the turn of the century, for 

example, supported colonialism. But even where such 

sentiments have not been voiced, those advocating a 

major commitment to the liberation of specially oppressed 

groups have frequently found themselves accused of 

“diverting” the movement away from its central goal — 

the working class struggle for political power — and of 

being “divisive” in focussing on issues that speak most 

directly to only a section of the working class. Yet one of 

the central principles of socialism from below is that the 

overwhelming majority of the oppressed must mobilize 



on their own behalf and for their liberation. For those 

whose lives are dominated by racism, sexism and/or 

heterosexism, activism around issues like these is 

anything but a “diversion.” On the contrary, mobilization 

around such issues is absolutely essential to a truly 

liberating politics, to people discovering their power and 

reclaiming some control over their lives. Any 

emancipatory socialist politics must embrace such 

struggles — by recognizing them as central components 

of the class struggle in society, and by encouraging the 

self-organization of oppressed people on their own behalf. 

The record of the socialist left in the areas of anti-racism, 

women’s emancipation and lesbian and gay liberation is a 

highly uneven one. Nevertheless, the socialist movement 

has often been the forum in which some of the most 

dedicated activists in these struggles have tried to develop 

strategies for genuine emancipation by linking battles 

against oppression to an anti-capitalist politics. Their 

efforts, and the struggles in which they have participated, 

are key elements of the legacy of socialism from below. 

ENDING RACIAL OPPRESSION 

Since the great democratic revolutions of the modern era, 

radical politics have involved the struggle against racist 

oppression. The French Revolution of 1789, for example, 

ignited a great uprising of black slaves in what is now 

called Haiti (then known as San Domingo). Under the 



leadership of Toussaint L’Ouverture an army of ex-slaves 

fought and defeated the forces of Spain, France and 

Britain and created the first black republic in the 

Americas. 

At the height of the black struggle in Haiti and the 

democratic mobilizations in France, these two revolutions 

came together in a glorious moment of unity. In January 

of 1794 a three man delegation from San Domingo was 

welcomed into the meeting of the French Convention in 

Paris. A black ex-slave named Bellay addressed the 

Convention, pledged support to the revolution in France, 

and called on the body to abolish slavery in the French 

colonies. After Bellay had finished speaking, a delegate 

moved that the assembly declare the liberation of black 

slaves. Historian C.L.R. James picks up the inspiring 

story: “The Assembly rose in acclamation. The two 

deputies of colour appeared on the tribune and embraced 

while the applause rolled round the hall from members 

and visitors.” 

By 1794, then, the radical left had taken up the cause of 

black liberation. As the French Revolution was rolled 

back, and its democratic content diluted, this commitment 

too receded. But it was recovered during the Chartist 

movement in England of the 1830s and 1840s whose most 

left-wing members also took up the campaign against 

slavery. Marx and Engels embraced this cause and made 



it a point of honour during the Civil War in the United 

States (1861-65). Disgusted by those in the labour and 

socialist movements who refused to oppose slavery, Marx 

issued a steady stream of articles and speeches urging the 

European labour movement to champion one fundamental 

principle: “the emancipation of the slaves.” In America, 

meanwhile, several of Marx’s friends and followers 

became officers in the Union Army in order to help 

destroy slavery. 

From the 1860s on, Marx and Engels increasingly 

recognized that the unity of the working class would not 

come about automatically; that it had to be fought for. 

And this meant opposing workers’ prejudices towards 

oppressed peoples. I have discussed above Marx’s support 

for Irish independence in order to counter the bigotry of 

English workers. He and Engels also took up a similar 

position on the struggle for Polish independence. Arguing 

against those who saw this struggle as a diversion, Engels 

insisted that  

Every Polish peasant or worker who wakes up from the 

general gloom and participates in the common interest, 

encounters first the fact of national subjugation. This fact 

is in his way everywhere as the first barrier. To remove it 

is the basic condition of every healthy and free 

development. . . In order to be able to fight one first needs 

a soil to stand on, air, light and space. Otherwise all is idle 

chatter.  



This really is the key insight of the writings of Marx and 

Engels from the 1860s. In championing the struggle 

against slavery in America, and the movements for Polish 

and Irish independence, they rejected the idea that these 

issues were diversions from the real struggle. On the 

contrary, they saw these stirrings for freedom and self-

determination as essential to an internationalist movement 

towards socialism. To talk of workers’ unity and 

socialism without embracing and encouraging such 

movements is, they insisted, “idle chatter.” 

This approach informed the work of many of the great 

black socialists of the 20th century. The Indian Marxist 

M.N. Roy, for example, argued in the aftermath of the 

Russian Revolution of 1917 that the anti-colonial struggle 

would be at the very center of the worldwide movement 

towards socialism. Similarly, the great West Indian 

Marxist C.L.R. James saw the black revolt in America as 

a driving force for the socialist struggle in the United 

States. Moreover, by focussing on movements of the 

oppressed in the colonial world, both Roy and James 

challenged the idea that the center of the struggle for 

socialism was to be found in Europe and North America. 

In so doing, they demonstratd that struggles around race 

and nationality were central to the class struggle on a 

world scale. 



In his book on the slave revolution in Haiti, The Black 

Jacobins, written in 1938, James (who had join the 

Trotskyist movement) makes clear that the left cannot 

ignore the question of race. Insisting that class 

exploitation is central to the way society is organized, he 

argued that “to think of imperialism in terms of race is 

disastrous. But,” he continued, “to neglect the racial 

factor as incidental is an error only less grave than to 

make it fundamental.” Just as anti-racists could not ignore 

class, in other words, so could socialists not afford to 

overlook the role of race in political life. 

As an activist in the Trotskyist movement of the 1930s 

and 1940s, James worked to integrate working class and 

anti-racist politics by indicating their inextricable 

connections. In a document for the main Trotskyist group 

in the US in 1948, he sought to show that the black 

struggle — or, in the language of 50 years ago, “the 

Negro struggle” — had to be recognized as an 

independent and vital force in its own right:  

We say, number one, that the Negro struggle, the 

independent Negro struggle, has a vitality and a validity 

of its own . . . 

We say, number two, that this independent Negro 

movement is able to intervene with terrififc force upon 

the general social and political life of the nation . . . 



We say, number three, and this is the most important, that 

it . . .has got a great contribution to make to the 

development of the proletariat in the United States, and 

that it is in itself a constitutent part of the struggle for 

socialism.  

Informed by this perspective, some Trotskyists made 

serious efforts to embrace the independent black struggles 

of the 1960s and 1970s in the US — particularly those led 

first by Malcolm X and then by the Black Panthers. 

Rather than rejecting autonomous black organizations, 

those socialists most influenced by the analysis developed 

by C.L.R. James enthusiastically supported the black 

power movement. And this helped black revolutionary 

activists to develop a dialogue with the socialist 

movement. During the last year of his life, for instance, 

Malcolm X moved closer to a clearly socialist position 

and began working with socialist groups. In the process, 

his analysis of the African-American struggle in the US 

became more and more anti-capitalist. “You can’t have 

capitalism without racism,” he told an audience in May of 

1964. “And if you find a person without racism,” he 

continued “usually they are socialists or their political 

philosopy is socialism.” In this spirit he told a crowd in 

February of 1965 that “It is incorrect to classify the revolt 

of the Negro as simply a conflict or black against 

white . . . Rather we are seeing a global rebellion of the 

oppressed against the oppressor, the exploited against the 

exploiter.” And, as he told another interviewer about the 



coming global rebellion, “I don’t think it will be based on 

the color of the skin.” 

Rather than building divisions, therefore, the sort of 

support for independent black movements that James had 

advocated encouraged closer collaboration between 

African-American activists and predominantly-white 

socialist groups. This sort of collaboration continued 

when organizations like the Black Panther Party and the 

League of Revolutionary Black Workers also looked to 

solidarity and joint action with a wide range of 

progressive organizations. 

The theoretical legacy of C.L.R. James continues to be 

developed today by radical socialist intellectuals. The 

historian Robin D. G. Kelley, for example, cites James as 

an inspiration for his own studies on the black working 

class in the United States. Building upon the way James 

and others focus on the day to day experience of workers 

— and the way in which class experience is both 

gendered and racialized — Kelley insists upon a broad 

understanding of politics and resistance. Studying black 

workers’ struggles over public space (like busses and 

parks), or culture, music and recreation, Kelley maintains 

that “Politics is not separate from lived experience or the 

imaginary world of what is possible; to the contrary, 

politics is about these things. Politics comprises the many 

battles to roll back constraints and exercise some power 



over, or create some space within, the institutions and 

social relationships that dominate our lives.” 

What the effort to integrate socialism and anti-racist 

politics has done, then, is to underline how people’s 

experience of capitalist society is a total one, comprising 

experiences of space, sexuality, race, culture, recreation, 

gender and the family as well as their experiences at 

work. The result, at least potentially, is a richer Marxist 

theory and practice that doesn’t simply look at 

“economic” questions but, rather, offers a complex view 

of how capitalist society operates — and a radical view of 

liberation that encompasses the transformation of the 

everyday experience of racial oppression. 

WOMEN’S EMANCIPATION 

Ideas about women’s emancipation emerged at the very 

birth of the socialist movement. In Britain, the radical 

Owenite socialist William Thompson published in 1825 a 

searing critique of women’s oppression in capitalist 

society. Entitled an Appeal of one half of the human race, 

women, against the pretensions of the other half, men, to 

retain them in political and thence civil and domestic 

slavery, Thompson’s book linked the liberation of women 

to the overturning of the capitalist competition and private 

property. In France too, as we have seen, writers like 

Flora Tristan developed a sort of socialist-feminism in the 

1830s and ‘40s while Louise Michel and her female 



comrades played a central role in the Paris Commune of 

1871. Yet it must be acknowledged that these were 

minority voices. The early working class and socialist 

movement remained male-dominated and in many 

quarters hostile to talk of the equality of women. 

Marx and Engels and their supporters tended to be on the 

more progressive wing of European socialism on these 

issues. As noted above, Marx argued for including women 

in unions and in the First International (against the 

opposition of French socialists in particular). And Engels, 

as we have seen, published one of the most important 

socialist books of the nineteenth century on women’s 

emancipation, The Origin of the Family, Private Property 

and the State. One of Marx’s German followers, August 

Bebel, also published a pioneering book on the 

emancipation of women, entitled Woman Under 

Socialism, in 1883. Important as these contributions were, 

however, the early Marxist movement remained an 

overwhelmingly male affair. Moreover, even theorists 

who argued for the social and political emancipation of 

women — like Bebel in Woman Under Socialism — 

continued to treat motherhood as women’s true mission. It 

wasn’t until women themselves began to organize within 

the socialist movement that a more thorough-going 

campaign for women’s liberation came to the fore. There 

were two focal points for this Marxist movement for 



women’s liberation in the early 20th century: Germany 

and Russia. 

The German socialist women’s movement formally 

emerged in 1891 when the socialist party (the SPD) 

brought out its paper Equality. Subtitled “For the Interest 

of the Woman Worker,” the paper would be edited for 25 

years by Clara Zetkin. It wasn’t until 1905, however, that 

the SPD launched educational and political clubs which 

organized thousands of women. Then in 1907 Zetkin 

organized the first-ever international conference of 

socialist women with representatives from 15 countries. 

But these accomplishments did not come easily — or 

without setbacks. Zetkin was on the left-wing of the SPD 

and closely aligned with Rosa Luxemburg. The 

conservative wing of the party mobilized reformist and 

anti-feminist arguments against Zetkin’s vision of a 

socialist women’s movement. First, they tried to force the 

movement towards close collaboration with the middle 

class women’s movement of the time (something Zetkin 

resisted). Then they weakened her editorial control over 

Equality insisting that it publish articles on fashion and 

cooking. 

Despite right-wing, anti-feminist interference, Zetkin 

continued to push for an energetic socialist women’s 

movement. In 1910 she organized a second international 

conference of socialist women where she proposed that 



March 8th ought to be celebrated as International 

Women’s Day. Then, after the outbreak of world war in 

1914, she convened an International Women’s 

Conference against the war in early 1915. For this she 

was arrested and, like Rosa Luxemburg, imprisoned. 

After the defeat of the German revolution of 1918-19, the 

socialist women’s movement was taken over by the 

reformists and Zetkin’s work to build a militant, 

internationalist women’s socialist movement was 

wrecked. But just as the defeat of revolution drove back 

the socialist women’s movement in Germany, so 

successful revolution in 1917 inspired a burgeoning 

socialist women’s movement in Russia. 

Women workers had burst onto the political scence in 

Russia with militant strikes in the 1890s. In 1900, the 

socialist movement published a booklet written by N. K. 

Krupskaya called The Woman Worker . Then, during the 

revolution of 1905, a further outpouring of poitical 

activity by women workers occurred. Inspired by this 

development, the Marxist activist Alexandra Kollontai 

began to promote the idea of a special working women’s 

movement. Kollontai experienced many years of 

frustration in this area, encountering widespread hostility 

from male socialists. Finally in 1913, and with the 

backing of Krupskaya and Lenin, Kollontai persuaded the 

Bolshevik Party to bring out a publication for women 



workers (called Woman Worker) and to spearhead a 

special women’s section of the socialist movement. 

But it was the revolution of 1917 itself that really drove 

the socialist women’s movement forward. Thousands 

upon thousands of women played important political roles 

as speakers, writers and organizers in bringing the 

workers’ government into being. Then, during the Civil 

War, women again challenged tradition by enlisting in the 

Red Army to fight the counter-revolution. As historian 

Richard Stites notes of women in the Red Army: “They 

fought on every front and with every weapon, serving as 

riflewomen, armored train commanders, gunners.” 

Indeed, the role played by women in military defence of 

the revolution may have done more than any other 

development to shake up traditional views of women in 

Russia. As part of the revolutionary upsurge, both 

abortion and divorce were legalized and women claimed a 

legal equality unique in the world. 

But conservative and patriarchal prejudices do not die 

overnight. While women were asserting themselves in 

1917 and after, they still had enormous ground to cover 

(including within the socialist movement) to claim full 

equality. Once the revolution started to recede, and as 

Stalin reinstated patriotism and the image of motherhood 

as women’s highest calling, Russia reverted to a 

thoroughly male-dominated society. 



Nevertheless, during the short-lived years of revolution, a 

radical socialist perspective on women’s liberation had 

emerged which has left behind a valuable legacy, not least 

in the writings of Kollontai. In booklets and pamphlets 

such as Women Workers Struggle for their Rights, Sexual 

Relations and Class Struggle and Communism and the 

Family, Kollontai began to reflect upon the end of the 

family structure characteristic of bourgeois society. 

“There is no escaping the fact,” she wrote, “the old type 

of family has seen its day.” By this, Kollontai meant to 

celebrate the end of a family structure based upon the 

subordination of women who could not leave a marriage 

for lack of economic choices. “No more domestic 

servitude for women,” she wrote. And she continued: 

No more inequality within the family! No more fear on 

the part of the woman to remain without support or aid 

with little ones in arms if her husband should desert her. 

The woman in the communist community no longer 

depends upon her husband but on her work. . . Marriage 

will be purified of all its material elements, of all 

monetary considerations . . . free union instead of the 

conjugal slavery of the past — that is what the communist 

society of tomorrow offers to both men and women. 

This rousing vision of the emancipation of women was 

lost with the rise of Stalin’s dictatorship, and the writings 

of Kollontai were neglected and buried. But when the 



modern women’s liberation movement emerged, her work 

was rediscovered. Of course, the women’s liberation 

movement of the 1970s was able to think more radically 

than could Kollontai about the family, sexuality, love and 

marriage. Regretably, many socialist women encountered 

rampant sexism within the left and turned away from 

socialist politics. But if we are to build a new and 

inclusive socialist movement today, we need to return to 

the legacy of people like Clara Zetkin and Alexandra 

Kollontai in order to build upon and further their efforts to 

truly integrate socialism and women’s liberation. 

SOCIALISM AND SEXUAL LIBERATION 

Many people today think of struggles for sexual liberation 

— for the right of women to control their bodies, for 

accessible birth control and abortion services, for 

liberation for lesbians and gay men, and for sexual rights 

for youth — as recent phenomena, dating from the late 

1960s. It’s certainly true that important movements in 

these areas emerged at that time. But between 1919 and 

1933 a major sexual liberation movement emerged in 

Germany as socialists and communists took up struggles 

against sexual oppression. 

In 1891 and again in 1905, August Bebel, a Marxist and a 

member of the German parliament, introduced motions to 

end discrimination against homosexuals. When the 

revolution of 1918-19 overthrew the German king (the 



Kaiser), socialists began organizing against all the 

oppressive laws that criminalized abortion, homosexuality 

and the dissemination of birth control information. 

Indeed, alongside feminists, nurses, doctors and sex 

reformers, socialists helped to build a network of 150,000 

people which ran birth control and sex education clinics 

in working class neighbourhoods. 

The largest mobilizations for sexual rights came about 

through the campaign against the anti-abortion laws 

launched by the Communist Party (CP) in 1931. After two 

doctors were arrested for performing abortions, over 1000 

protest demonstrations took place on International 

Women’s Day (March 8) 1931. Three months later the CP 

initiated a movement known as the Unity League for 

Proletarian Sexual Reform. While the Communists were 

hostile to working with other progressive and left-wing 

forces (which hurt the effectiveness of the League), this 

new movement managed to bring tens of thousands of 

people into struggle for women’s rights, legalization of 

birth control, homosexuality and abortion, sexual rights 

for youth, and against the “sexual disenfranchisement of 

the poor.” 

Probably the most important theorist of the sexual politics 

movement of the time was the Freudian analyst Wilhelm 

Reich, a dissident member of the CP. In a series of 

articles and pamphlets Reich challenged the “bourgeois 



sexual morality” that dominated the CP. He argued that 

the Communist Party should develop “a sexual-

revolutionary practice” which would focus on challenging 

the sexual oppression of youth in the family and at school. 

But Reich was not just calling for a change in attitudes. 

He insisted that very real material pressures made it 

difficult for working class youth in particular to develop 

their sexuality in a free and healthy fashion. He attacked 

“lack of opportunities, of money and contraceptives” for 

frustrating sexual development and he advocated birth 

control and abortion clinics and publicly-funded housing 

as essential to providing the resources for people to make 

real sexual choices in their lives. For Reich, sexual 

liberation should be central to the socialist vision of a free 

society: 

In capitalist society today there can be no sexual 

liberation of youth, no healthy, satisfying sex life; if you 

want to be rid of your sexual troubles fight for 

socialism. . . Socialism will put an end to the power of 

those who gaze up towards heaven as they speak of love 

while they crush and destroy the sexuality of youth.  

Reich was one of the few Marxists of the time to attempt 

to address issues of sexual oppression. Nevertheless, there 

were real shortcomings in his analysis — particularly in 

his attitude towards homosexuality. Moreover, Reich’s 

opportunity to develop his analysis as part of a growing 

mass movement was cut short. First he was expelled from 



the Communist Party for his radical views. Then the rise 

of Nazism destroyed the movement for sexual liberation 

in Germany. Not until the resurgence of gay and lesbian 

liberation beginning in 1969 did these issues again begin 

to be taken seriously within the left. And, as with anti-

racist and feminist politics, much of the left showed itself 

to be quite backward in its thinking. Like the socialist 

dissidents many decades earlier, anti-racists, feminists and 

lesbian and gay liberationists have had to fight to get their 

struggles recognized as essential elements of radical 

socialist politics. 

AN INCLUSIVE SOCIALISM 

The movements and individuals I have discussed 

constitute important parts of the the legacy of socialism 

from below. Just like the writings of Marx and Engels, 

Luxemburg, Lenin, Trotsky and Gramsci, so the writings 

of socialist dissidents like C.L.R. James, Clara Zetkin, 

Alexandra Kollontai, and the sexual politics radicals in 

the German Left ought to be important reference points 

for socialists today. Again, this has nothing to do with 

hero-worship or the creation of a dogma. There are many 

serious shortcomings in the writings of people like James, 

Zetkin, Kollontai and Reich. Later in his life, James was 

often uncritical of various Third World nationalisms. Both 

Zetkin and Kollontai went on to make compromises with 



Stalinism. And after emigrating to America, Reich 

developed increasingly eccentric ideas. 

But none of this takes away from the freshness and the 

spirit of liberation that can be found in their writings at 

times when they were involved with important social 

movements and political events. If we are serious about 

an inclusive socialism — one that truly integrates 

struggles against racial, gender and sexual oppression into 

a socialist, working class politics — then we must 

celebrate all those moments when the socialist movement 

became alive with, and attuned to, struggles against 

racism, sexism and heterosexism. Anything less does not 

deserve to be considered a politics of socialism from 

below 

IX. Socialism from Below for the 21st Century 

Socialists today confront a paradox: the world we live in 

looks increasingly like the class-divided society described 

by Marx; yet, at the same time, Marxist politics seem 

weaker than at any time in the past. Let’s look first at our 

class-divided society. 

In his major work, Capital, Marx argued that capitalism 

produces “accumulation of wealth at one pole” and 

“accumulation of misery, the torment of labour, slavery, 

ignorance, brutalization and moral degradation at the 

opposite pole.” For decades it was common to dismiss 



this analysis by claiming that modern capitalist societies 

were becoming more equal over time. Today, no one can 

seriously make such a claim. 

The division of wealth in the world is more unequal than 

it has ever been. Recent statistics indicate that as of 1996 

there were 447 billionaires in the world. These people 

have more wealth than the combined annual incomes of 

fully half of humankind. 

And the half of humanity that finds itself at the bottom of 

the economic pyramid does indeed live in the sorts of 

conditions described by Marx: “misery, torment of labour, 

slavery, ignorance, brutalization and moral degradation.” 

Across the globe, we find hundreds of millions of children 

working in sweatshops; we find women and men 

condemned to work that breaks their bodies and their 

spirits; we find horrible poverty and disease; we find child 

prostitution, and epidemic conditions for AIDS, 

tuberculosis, and fatal diarrhea for dehydrated children. 

And we find all of this in the midst of collossal wealth. 

Never before has humanity possessed such tremendous 

technologies of production. We have the capacity to feed, 

clothe, shelter and educate every person on the planet at a 

morally decent standard — and to do so in an 

environmentally friendly way. Yet, we fail to do so. 

Instead, we have a world society divided into pockets of 

obscene wealth alongside continents of appalling poverty. 



And this is as true inside the richest countries, as it is 

between countries. 

Take the United States, for example. For twenty years, the 

rich have been getting richer, the poor poorer. In the US 

today, the wealthiest one per cent of society owns 48 per 

cent of all wealth; the bottom 80 per cent has a mere six 

per cent. Twenty years ago, chief executive officers of 

large firms in the US earned 35 times more than the 

average worker they employed; today they earn 187 times 

as much. And similar trends can be observed in all the 

advanced capitalist countries. In Canada, 52 corporate 

executives earned more than $2 million in 1995 — a 12.6 

per cent increase over the year before. And all of this is 

taking place at a time when hospital workers, teachers, 

factory workers, hotel and restaurant employees and 

others are watching jobs disappear and earnings fall. 

As we move towards the 21st century, we observe a world 

in which more and more of humanity knows war, disease, 

crippling hunger, grinding poverty, and environmental 

devastation. On top of this, there is the suffering 

associated with special forms of oppression — the 

violence and humiliation of racism, the degradation of 

gender oppression, the fear and indignity generated by 

heterosexism, the hardship imposed upon people with 

disabilities. 



For all these reasons, the ideas of socialism from below 

refuse to disappear. Again and again, as people fight back 

against joblessness and poverty, against racism and 

oppression, against enviromental devastation and the 

dismantling of social services, some of them question 

why we couldn’t organize society differently. They 

wonder why we couldn’t make human needs, not 

corporate profit, the priority of a rational and humane 

society. They wonder why wealth and power couldn’t be 

equitably shared, rather than concentrated in the hands of 

a tiny minority. In raising such questions, they return to 

the classic vision of socialism from below. 

But, if socialism from below is to become a meaningful 

force for the 21st century, it cannot just repeat analyses 

from the past. Genuine socialism is a dynamic, living 

movement; drawing upon the rich resources of past 

struggles, it replenishes these in the new conditions in 

which people struggle today. And at a time of new forms 

of capitalist restructuring and exploitation, and new kinds 

of social struggles against the system, socialism must be 

renewed in ways that speak meaningfully to the 

experiences of new generations of people. 

While building upon the heroic struggles of the past, the 

socialism with which we meet the battles of the future 

must also incorporate the fresh initiatives of 

contemporary struggles to break the chains of oppression. 



Socialist emancipation in the modern world must also be 

women’s liberation. It must embrace the struggles of 

women to gain full control over their own bodies, to 

achieve true equality at work, in society, and in the 

cultural spheres, to be freed from the overwhelming 

responsibility for housework and childrearing. Socialist 

emancipation must also be about anti-racist liberation. It 

must centrally involve the battles of blacks, aboriginals, 

and other peoples of colour against systemic 

discrimination, harassment and injustice. Socialist 

emancipation must also be lesbian and gay liberation. It 

must include the struggles of gay men and lesbians to love 

those whom they choose, and to do so free from the fear 

of harassment and victimization; it must include their 

campaigns for equal recognition of their relationships, and 

for their right to raise their children in an atmosphere free 

from hate; and it must include active public campaigns in 

the schools, communities and workplaces to root out anti-

gay bigotry in all its forms. 

Another key element of renewing socialism from below is 

establishing again the inextricable link between socialism 

and democracy. This means restoring to socialism its 

democratic essence, its passionate concern with human 

freedom. This means being on the side of all those 

struggles in which people try to carve out just a bit more 

liberty to make decisions about their lives. 



The socialism we renew for the 21st century must also be 

uncompromisingly internationalist. It must oppose all 

forms of imperialism and colonialism; it must overcome 

the “Eurocentric” biases of many early socialists. And it 

must champion the right of oppressed peoples to 

determine their own future. It must also understand that 

the socialist goal of a planned world economy and a 

genuine world community has never been more relevant. 

It must try to forge real bonds of active solidarity among 

working people across national boundaries in an effort to 

bring to life Marx’s call for the workers of the world to 

unite. 

The democratic and socialist restructuring of society 

remains, as it was in Marx’s day, the most pressing task 

confronting humanity. And such a reordering of society 

can only take place on the basis of the principles of 

socialism from below. Now more than ever, the liberation 

of humanity depends upon the self-emancipation of the 

world working class. We are a long way from that goal at 

the moment. But the forces of socialism from below are 

working to renew themselves today in the knowledge that 

new movements of opposition to capitalism will once 

more come into being, and that they will need to draw 

upon the rich legacy of revolutionary socialism. The New 

Socialist Group exists in order to contribute to the 

renewal of socialism from below as a vital part of these 

future struggles. 



  

Sources for Further Reading 

For those interested in pursuing some of the issues 

discussed above, I offer a guide to the main works that 

have influenced the views presented here. 

Origins of Socialism: For the history of the period, see 

Eric Hobsbawn, The Age of Revolution. Albert Soboul’s 

The French Revolution 1787-1799 is the leading 

treatment in English of the popular struggles that made up 

the French Revolution. George Lichtheim’s The Origins 

of Socialism is a usually reliable guide to early socialist 

thought. 

Marxism: David McClellan’s Karl Marx: His Life and 

Thought is a reasonably accurate and well-written 

biography. Hal Draper’s brilliant work, Karl Marx’s 

Theory of Revolution, especially its first volume, is an 

invaluable but sometimes difficult source. Of course there 

is no substitute for reading the works of Marx and Engels 

themselves; the best starting point remains The 

Communist Manifesto. 

Rosa Luxemburg: Paul Frolich’s Rosa Luxemburg: Her 

Life and Work is the best and most accessible biography. 

Of Luxemburg’s own writings, Social Reform or 

Revolution and The Mass Strike, the Political Party and 



the Trade Unions are highly recommended and can be 

found in a number of editions. 

The Russian Revolution: John Reed’s Ten Days That 

Shook the World remains the best introduction. Leon 

Trotsky’s History of the Russian Revolution is a superb 

and penetrating account. Alexander Rabinowitch, The 

Bolsheviks Come to Power is among the best of recent 

scholarly accounts. 

Lenin: The most important single work by Lenin is his 

pamphlet State and Revolution which is widely available 

in various editions. Marcel Liebman’s Leninism Under 

Lenin is a superbly fair and honest assessment. For 

Lenin’s opposition to Stalin see Moshe Lewin, Lenin’s 

Last Struggle. 

Stalinism: There are now many studies of the horrors of 

Stalinism, such as Roy Medvedev, Let History Judge. 

Trotsky’s The Revolution Betrayed remains a classic 

socialist critique, and Victor Serge’s From Lenin to Stalin 

is a marvellous short treatment. 

Trotsky: In addition to The History of the Russian 

Revolution and The Revolution Betrayed, Trotsky’s most 

important writings include Results and Prospects and The 

Permanent Revolution along with The Struggle Against 

Fascism in Germany. 



Gramsci: The Selections from the Prison Notebooks are a 

difficult read, but well worth the effort. The Introduction 

to the Selections provides a useful overview of Gramsci’s 

life and work. 

Voices of Liberation from Oppression: There are a 

number of selections of writings by C.L.R. James now 

available. For a truly wonderful read, however, it is hard 

to surpass his book The Black Jacobins. A good collection 

of pieces by Alexandra Kollontai is entitled Selected 

Writings (edited by Alix Holt). Some of Wilhelm Reich’s 

writings on sexual liberation can be found in a collection 

called Sex-Pol: Essays, 1929-1934 (edited by Lee 

Baxandall). 

Socialist Renewal: For excellent works that develop and 

extend socialist analysis, the following are highly 

recommended. On lesbian and gay liberation: Gary 

Kinsman, The Regulation of Desire: Homo and Hetero 

Sexualities, 2nd edition. An excellent overview of 

Marxist approaches to understanding the oppression of 

women in capitalist society is Lise Vogel, Marxism and 

the Oppression of Women. On race and class with a focus 

on the US see Robin D. G. Kelley, Race Rebels: Culture, 

Politics, and the Black Working Class, and David R. 

Roediger, The Wages of Whiteness: Race and the Making 

of the American Working Class. On socialism and 



environmentalism, see John Bellamy Foster, The 

Vulnerable Planet. 
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Socialism From Below∗

By David McNally

Introduction

Socialism is a new society of freedom or it is nothing. This is the central argument of
this pamphlet. Tracing the fate of revolutionary socialism through the past 100 years, this
pamphlet shows that there are two currents in the socialist tradition. One is �socialism
from above,� that of the �leave to us� reformers in the West and the anti-democratic
bureaucracies of the East. Neither has brought the world any closer to socialism. The
other is socialism from below, the living tradition of workers' struggle which has been
hidden in the years of compromise and betrayal. With world capitalism again in deep
political and economic crisis, humanity stands in desperate need of this tradition, of a
transformation of the world order from below.

1 The Dream of Freedom

The dream of human freedom is as old as class society itself. So long as one section of
society has been held down and exploited by another, some men and women have dreamt,
spoken and written about the possibility of a new kind of life. And sometimes they have
fought to break the chains of domination that have tied them to a life of drudgery and
misery. We can �nd hints of this dream of freedom in the oldest of historical documents.
The Old Testament of the Bible, for example, promises the coming of the messiah who
will vanquish the rich and liberate the poor. Take the following passage from the Book
of Isaiah, for instance, where it is proclaimed that the messiah would come � to preach
good tidings to the meek ... to bind up the broken-hearted, to proclaim liberty to the
captives and the opening of the prison to them that are bound.� In the same vein, the
New Testament announced that Jesus was this messiah who had come to emancipate the
poor and the oppressed.

Throughout the Middle Ages in Europe, the legend persisted that some day a new
liberator would come to slay the sinful rich and free the poor. When peasants rose in
rebellion against their lords and masters, particularly during the fourteenth, �fteenth and
sixteenth centuries, they continually looked for a powerful leader appointed by God who
would lead them into a new promised land.

∗This edition was originally printed in 1984 by the International Socialist Organization (ISO),
www.internationalsocialist.org, SocialistWorker.org. First edition published December 1980 by the Inter-
national Socialists, Canada.
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All of these movements of popular rebellion had strongly religious overtones. People
did not conceive of themselves as having the capacity together to overthrow their rulers
and to build a new society out of their own e�orts. They looked to a mystical, not a
human, transformation of society. It would be God, through the agency of certain human
beings, who would cleanse the world of evil, violence and oppression.

This essentially mystical outlook persisted even up to the mighty struggles against the
monarchy during the English Revolution of the 1640s. These struggles saw the emergence
of powerful communist doctrine based on the notion that all people should own and work
the land in common. The radical English writer Gerard Winstanley wrote, for example,
that �True freedom lies in the free enjoyment of the earth.� At the same time, Winstanley
and his radical followers adhered to a religious view of things in which the birth of a new
society would be the work, not of ordinary men and women, but of God.

It was not until the early nineteenth century that the idea began to emerge that human
beings could themselves refashion society. It was only with the industrial revolution and
the emergence of the modern working class that critics of society began to think in terms
of a human transformation of social life. And it was with these developments that the
idea of socialism from below emerged. But at the start, socialism was largely elitist
and antidemocratic in character. It was only through several decades of working class
struggle that socialism took the form of a movement devoted to the self-emancipation of
the oppressed.

2 The Birth of the Socialist Idea

The term �socialism� �rst made its appearance in print in England in 1827. Five years
later, the term was used for the �rst time in a French publication. It is no accident that
the socialist idea and the socialist movement �rst appeared in England and France.
For socialism was a product of two revolutions in human a�airs, each with their respec-
tive roots in those two countries: the industrial revolution in England and the popular-
democratic revolution in France.

The great French revolution of 1789-1799 involved the most massive popular struggles
that had yet been seen in history. Rooted in popular hatred of an oppressive monarchy,
the revolution rose on the backs of the masses of poor people in Paris who united under
the banner of �liberty, equality and fraternity�. Beginning as a rebellion against the
abuses of the monarchy, the revolution grew into a massive challenge to all forms of
oppressive authority whether it was that of lords, priests or factory owners. Initially, the
battle against the monarchy uni�ed large sections of society. As the revolution advanced,
however, a new ruling group tried to halt the process in order to maintain their grossly
unequal system of property and power. As a result, the popular movement divided into
conservative and revolutionary camps.

In the conservative camp were those who saw freedom simply in terms of the freedom
to own property. In the revolutionary camp were those who represented the Paris poor
and who recognised that freedom was impossible without equality; that it was meaningless
to talk of liberty if this was con�ned to the right of some men and women to starve to
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death while others grew rich o� the labour of others. As the radical leader Jacques Roux
put it at the height of the French Revolution in 1793:

Liberty is no more than an empty shell when one class of men is allowed
to condemn another to starvation without any measures being taken against
them. And equality is also an empty shell when the rich, by exercising their
economic monopolies, have the power of life or death over other members of
the community.

Out of the French Revolution, then, emerged the essential socialist idea that democracy
and freedom require a society of equality. The French radicals recognised that genuine
freedom presupposed the liberty of all to participate equally in producing and sharing
the wealth of society. They understood that if some had the unequal right to own and
monopolise land, wealth or factories, then others might just as unequally be condemned
to a life of drudgery, misery and poverty.

But a society of equality requires a state of abundance. So long as economic life remains
relatively backward, equality can only mean the common hardship of shared poverty. A
healthy and thriving popular democracy requires a state of prosperity in which all the
basic needs of people can be satis�ed. Without a certain level of economic development,
therefore, the French revolutionaries' demand for liberty and equality remained utopian.
It was only with the enormous economic development unleashed by the industrial revo-
lution in England that a society based upon equality and abundance became a realistic
possibility.

The English industrial revolution conjures up images of dark and dirty textile mills, of
ten-year-old children labouring in coal mines, of women and men working 12 and 14-hour
days in short, of su�ering and misery. Such an image is largely correct. The industrial
revolution that swept Britain, beginning in the last quarter of the eighteenth century, was
a massive dislocation in social life: old communities were destroyed; people were forced o�
the land and into the tyranny of the factory; industrial diseases multiplied; hunger, poverty
and illness spread; life expectancy fell. At the same time, however, several ingredients of
the industrial revolution held out the prospect of an end to these ills. The new machinery
of production that developed, especially during the early 1800s, o�ered the possibility of
sharply reducing drudgery and toil and of massively increasing the production of wealth
so as to eliminate poverty forever.

In reality, the industrial revolution did no such thing. Rather than leading to an
improvement in the conditions of labour, the new industry was used to increase the
fortunes of a few the new industrial capitalists. Nonetheless, some writers saw in the
industrial revolution an enormous potential for improving the human condition. Even
some well- intentioned bankers and factory owners came to believe that the forces of the
industrial revolution should be harnessed to serve human ends. Many of these become
early advocates of what has become known as �utopian socialism�.

Britain's best known utopian socialist was the cotton manufacturer Robert Owen.
Like most of the early socialists drawn from the capitalist class, Owen did not call for a
mass, democratic restructuring of society. For Owen, the working class was a pathetic and
pitiful group. Owen's socialism was based on appealing to wealthy leaders of business and
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government in order to persuade them to improve the wretched conditions of the labouring
masses.

In this respect, Owen was similar to the two earliest French utopian socialists, Henri
Saint-Simon and Charles Fourier. Saint-Simon was a real estate speculator turned banker
who rose to great wealth in the decades after the French Revolution. Fascinated by the
enormous potential of science and technology, Saint-Simon began to argue the case for a
�socialist� society that would eliminate the disorderly aspects of capitalism. Saint-Simon's
�socialism� was decidedly anti-democratic. He did not envisage an expansion of human
rights and freedoms. Instead, he hoped for a planned and modernised industrial society
ruled over by an international committee of bankers. In many respects, Saint-Simon
anticipated the development of state capitalism; he looked forward to a capitalist system
in which industry would be owned and directed by a government made up of a scientists,
managers and �nanciers.

The socialism of Charles Fourier had more to commend it. A self-taught eccentric,
Fourier developed some highly original ideas. But Fourier's outlook su�ered from two
main defects. First, he dismissed the potential of modern industry for bringing into being
a society of abundance and looked nostalgically for a return to preindustrial conditions
of life. Secondly, Fourier looked not to the masses of working people but to enlightened
rulers to usher in the socialist utopia. He spent his time drawing up rigid blueprints for
the new society and sent copies to rulers like the Czar of Russia and the President of the
United States.

Indeed, this is the common thread that runs through the outlook of all the early
utopian socialists. Each of them looked to some well- intentioned members of the ruling
class to bring about a socialist transformation of society. Each rejected the notion that
socialism could only be achieved democratically through the. mass action of working
people. For this reason, all their views car be described as variants of socialism from
above a view in which the masses of people are mere playthings of an enlightened elite
who will change society in the interests of the masses of people. A the historian of
socialism, George Lichtheim, has put it:

French socialism, at the start, was the work of men who had n thought of
overturning society, but wished to reform it, by enlightened legislation if pos-
sible. This is the link between Robert Owen, Charles Fourier, and Henri de
Saint-Simon.

There was, however, one revolutionary doctrine of socialism during this period. This
consisted of what can best be called conspiratorial communism. Out of the defeat of
the popular struggles of the French Revolution, one far-sighted group of rebel centered
around a man named Gracchus Babeuf, developed a communist perspective. Babeuf
and his followers believed that true democracy could only be constructed on the basis of
common ownership of wealth. But they could see no way of winning a majority of society
to support their communist programme. The masses of French people sought little else
than protection of their own private property their plot of land or their workshop. They
showed little interest in a socialist transformation of society. For this reason, Babeuf and
his later follower, Louis Auguste Blanqui could only conceive of a revolution made by a
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minority, the communist elite. As a result, democracy remained foreign to their socialist
programme as well.

3 The Myth of Anarchist Libertarianism

Another radical doctrine developed during the period of the 1830s anarchism. Anar-
chism is often considered to represent current of radical thought that is truly democratic
and libertarian. It is hailed in some quarters as the only true political philosophy freedom.
The reality is quite di�erent. From its inception anarchism has been a profoundly anti-
democratic doctrine. Indeed the two most important founders of anarchism, Pierre-Joseph
Proudhon and Mikhail Bakunin, developed theories that were elitist and authoritarian to
the core. While later anarchists may have abandoned some of the excesses of their found-
ing fathers their philosophy remains hostile to ideas of mass democracy and workers'
power.

It is certainly true that anarchism developed in opposition to the growth of capitalist
society. What's more, anarchist hostility to capitalism centered on defence of the liberty
of the individual. But the liberty defended by the anarchists was not the freedom of the
working class to make collectively a new society. Rather, anarchism defended the freedom
of the small property owner the shopkeeper, artisan and tradesman against the en-
croachments of large-scale capitalist enterprise. Anarchism represented the anguished cry
of the small property owner against the inevitable advance of capitalism. For that reason,
it glori�ed values from the past: individual property, the patriarchal family, racism.

Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, widely proclaimed �the father of anarchism�, is a case in
point. A printer by vocation, Proudhon strongly opposed the emergence of capitalism
in France. But Proudhon's opposition to capitalism was largely backward-looking in
character. He did not look forward to a new society founded upon communal property
which would utilise the greatest inventions of the industrial revolution. Instead, Proudhon
considered small, private property the basis of his utopia. His was a doctrine designed not
for the emerging working class, but for the disappearing petit bourgeoisie of craftsmen,
small traders and rich peasants. In fact Proudhon so feared the organised power of the
developing working class that he went so far as to oppose trade unions and support police
strike-breaking.

Worst still, he violently opposed democracy. �All this democracy disgusts me�, he
wrote. And his notes for an ideal society involved the suppression of elections, of a free
press, and of public meetings of more than 20 people. He looked forward to a 'general
inquisition' and the condemnation of �several million people� to forced labour. The masses,
he wrote are �only savages ... whom it is our duty to civilise, and without making them
our sovereign.�

Consistent with this outlook, Proudhon supported nearly every backward looking
cause available to him. He was a rabid racist reserving his greatest hatred for Jews, whose
�extermination� he advocated. He opposed emancipation for the American blacks and
backed the cause of the southern slave owners during the American Civil War. Likewise,
he denounced women's liberation, writing that �For woman liberty and well-being lie
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solely in marriage, in motherhood, in domestic duties ...�
George Lichtheim, in his book The Origins of Socialism, has written quite accurately

that

It is di�cult to name a single author, alive or dead, of whom Proudhon ever
found anything good to say. His other crochets included antisemitism, An-
glophobia, tolerance for slavery (he publicly sided with the South during the
American civil war), dislike of Germans, Italians, Poles�indeed of all non-
French nationalities�and a �rmly patriarchal view of family life ... After this
it comes as no surprise that he believed in inherent inequalities among the
races or that he regarded women as inferior beings.

The Russian �father of anarchism�, Michael Bakunin, shared most of Proudhon's views.
Indeed, Bakunin was fond of claiming to his fellow anarchists that 'Proudhon is the master
of us all'. Bakunin shared his master's anti-semitism he was convinced that the Jews
had constructed an international conspiracy that included Karl Marx and the wealthy
Rothschild family. He was a Great Russian chauvinist convinced that the Russians were
ordained to lead humanity into anarchist utopia. And what that utopia might have looked
like is hinted at by Bakunin's organisational methods, which were overwhelmingly elitist
and authoritarian. As one historian has written of Bakunin,

The International Brotherhood he founded in Naples in 1865-66 was as conspirato-
rial and dictatorial as he could make it, for Bakunin's libertarianism stopped short of
the notion of permitting anyone to contradict him. The Brotherhood was conceived on
the Masonic model, with elaborate rituals, a hierarchy, and a self-appointed directory
consisting of Bakunin and a few associates.

These characteristics of Bakunin and Proudhon were not mere quirks of personality.
Their elitism, authoritarianism and support for backward looking and narrow-minded
causes are rooted in the very nature of anarchist doctrine.

Originating in the revolt of small property owners against the centralising and col-
lectivising trends in capitalist development (the tendency to concentrate production in
fewer and fewer large workplaces), anarchism has always been rooted in a hostility to
democratic and collectivist practices. The early anarchists feared the organised power of
the modern working class. To this day, most anarchists defend the �liberty� of the pri-
vate individual against the democratically made decisions of collective groups. Anarchist
oppose even the most democratic forms of collective organisation of social life. As the
Canadian anarchist writer George Woodcock explains:

�Even were democracy possible, the anarchist would still not support it ...
Anarchists do not advocate political freedom. What they advocate is freedom
from politics ...�

That is to say, anarchists reject any decision-making process in which the majority of
people democratically determine the policies they will support.

There is, however, another trend which is sometimes associated with anarchism. This
is syndicalism. The syndicalist outlook does believe in collective working class action to
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change society. Syndicalists look to trade union action such as general strikes to over-
throw capitalism. Although some syndicalist viewpoints share a super�cial similarity with
anarchism particularly with its hostility to politics and political action syndicalism is
not truly a form of anarchism. By accepting the need for mass, collective action and
decision-making, syndicalism is much superior to classical anarchism. However, by reject-
ing the idea of working class political action, syndicalism has never been able to give real
direction to attempts by workers to change society.

4 Marxism: Socialism From Below

The radical thought of the 1820s and the 1830s was profoundly elitist and anti-democratic
in character. Utopian socialism was the creation of upper-class reformers. Anarchism
originated in the anti-democratic protest of the small property owner. Conspiratorial
communism conceived of a transformation of society brought about by a select and secret
group. The programmes of social change advocated by thinkers associated with these
trends of thought did not look forward to a collective reordering of society by the mass
of the oppressed. The idea of a new democratic order that would be created by the
self-activity of ordinary people was foreign to all of these trends of radical thought.

By the 1840s, however, a new trend in socialist thought had started to emerge. The
industrial revolution in England and France had brought into being a new social force
that was pressing for widespread change in society. This force was the industrial work-
ing class a class of wage-labourers concentrated in large factories and workplaces and
increasingly inclined to resort to collective action, such as strikes, and collective organ-
isation, in the form of trade unions. Between the years 1830 and 1848 which mark
two separate revolutionary uprisings in France the industrial working class changed the
shape of European politics.

In Britain, major strike waves had taken place in the mid-1820s. In 1834, the Grand
National Consolidated Trades Union was founded. Mass strikes took place in 1842. In
1847, on-going agitation among workers forced the government to pass the Ten Hour Bill,
thus limiting the length of the workday. In France, the years 1831 and 1834 saw strikes
and insurrections among the silk weavers of Lyons. Uprisings among Parisian workers
occurred in 1832 and 1834.

This upsurge in militant working class activity powerfully in�uenced the thinking of
some radical writers and organisers. Increasingly, some socialists began to think of the
working class as the group that could change society. Indeed, a few theorists began to
talk in terms of the working class liberating itself through its collective action. Notable
in this regard was the French revolutionary woman Flora Tristan, who linked together
ideas of working class self-emancipation and women's liberation with the proposal for a
world-wide organisation of workers. But it was in the writings and the organising of a
German socialist, Karl Marx, that the working class took centre stage in socialist thought.
Inspired by the emergence of the modern working class, Marx developed a wholly new
socialist outlook based upon the principle of socialism from below.

Marx was the �rst major socialist thinker who came to socialism through the struggle
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for democratic rights. As a young man in Germany during the early 1840s, Marx edited
a newspaper which supported the widespread extension of democratic liberties. Increas-
ingly, Marx came to the view that the political restrictions on democracy were a result of
the economic structure of society. When the government closed down his newspaper in
1843, Marx moved to Paris. There he encountered a vibrant working class and socialist
movement. Several years later, Marx moved to England where he undertook a painstak-
ing study of the nature of the capitalist economy. Out of his experience in France and
England, Marx developed a consistently democratic and revolutionary socialist outlook.

The young Marx came increasingly to believe that no society which was divided into
exploiting employer and exploited worker could ever achieve full democracy. So long
as the capitalists held the bulk of economic power in society, they would continue to
dominate political life. Full democracy, Marx argued, required the overcoming of class
division in society. Only then could each individual fully and equally participate in social
and political a�airs. Unlike the utopian socialists, Marx insisted that socialism had to
represent a higher stage of democracy than anything yet seen. He opposed all socialist
and communist views that involved a curtailing of democracy. As he wrote in 1847 in a
pamphlet outlining the views of a socialist grouping he was involved in:

We are not among those communists who are out to destroy personal liberty,
who wish to turn the world into one huge barrack or into a gigantic workhouse.
There certainly are some communists who, with an easy conscience, refuse to
countenance personal liberty and would like to shu�e it out of the world
because they consider that it is a hindrance to complete harmony. But we
have no desire to exchange freedom for equality. We are convinced that in
no social order will freedom be assured as in a society based upon communal
ownership.

Equally important, if socialism was to represent a new society of freedom, then it had to
be achieved through a process in which people liberated themselves. Unlike the utopian
socialists who looked to an elite to change things for the masses, Marx argued that the
masses had to free themselves. Freedom could not be conquered for and handed over
to the working masses. Socialism could only be brought into being through the mass
democratic action of the oppressed.

Marx was the �rst major socialist thinker to make the principle of self-emancipation the
principle that socialism could only be brought into being by the self-mobilisation and self-
organisation of the working class a fundamental aspect of the socialist project. As he
wrote in the statement of aims of the First International Workingmen's Association, �The
emancipation of the working class must be conquered by the working class themselves.�

Unlike the conspiratorial communists, Marx insisted that there was a majority force in
society that would bring socialism into being. He argued that the modern working class
of wage-labourers was organised in such a way that they would be pushed, in the course
of struggle, towards socialist objectives. Through his study of English economics, Marx
came to see that capitalism had created, for the �rst time in human history, an oppressed
class that worked collectively in large workplaces. If this class was to liberate itself, he
pointed out, it could only do so in common. If it was to reorganise the economic basis of
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society, it could only do so in a collective fashion. If the factories, mines, mills and o�ces
were to be brought under the control of those who worked them, this could be achieved
only through the coordinated action of thousands upon thousands of working people.
Thus, a working class revolution would of necessity arrive at a new form of collective
economy and society in which the means of producing wealth the factories, mines, mills
and o�ces would be owned and managed in common by the whole of the working class.

Such a democratic and collective society would have to be based upon the fullest
possible political democracy. Marx made this point clear from his earliest writings. But
it was only with the workers' revolution in Paris in 1871, the revolution that established
the short-lived Paris Commune, that Marx came to see some of the forms that a workers'
state, workers' democracy, would take.

In March of 1871, the army of France admitted defeat at the hands of Prussia. Fearing
a Prussian take-over of France, the workers of Paris rose up and took control of their city.
For more than two months, the workers ruled Paris before their uprising was drowned
in blood. In order to secure their rule, the Parisian workers took a series of popular
democratic measures. They suppressed the standing army and replaced it with a popular
militia; they established the right of the people to recall and replace their elected repre-
sentatives; they decreed that no elected representative could earn more than the average
wage of a worker; they instituted universal male su�rage and universal education.

Marx immediately rallied to the cause of the Paris Commune. He hailed the action
of the �heaven-stormers� of Paris. Most important, he learned enormous lessons from
the experience of the �rst workers' revolution. Prior to the Paris Commune, Marx had
given little thought to the form that a workers' revolution would take. Now he drew a
conclusion of tremendous importance. The working class, he wrote, could not �simply
lay hold of the ready-made state machinery and wield it for its own purposes.� Rather,
the working class had to create an entirely new form of state in order to secure workers'
democracy and workers' power.

Marx insisted that the abolition of the standing army, free and universal education,
universal su�rage, the right to recall representatives and limits on the salary of any elected
o�cial were all essential elements of any workers' state. The Paris Commune, Marx wrote
was �essentially a working class government...the political form at last discovered under
which to work out the economic emancipation of labour�. Economic emancipation, the
elimination of class divisions and private ownership of the means of producing wealth,
could only take place under the direct and democratic rule of the working class through
its own state.

Marx's socialist perspective represented a thorough fusion of the idea of mass democ-
racy with the notion of a commonly owned and managed economy. His work signalled
an entirely new direction in socialist thought and socialist politics. Central to Marx's
socialism were two basic principles. First, that the working class had to emancipate itself
through its own collective action. Freedom could not be given over to the working class,
it had to be conquered by the oppressed themselves. Secondly, in order to bring about
a socialist transformation of society, the working class would have to overthrow the old
state and create a new, fully democratic, state for itself. These two principles of self-
emancipation and of the democratic workers' state became the very essence of Marxism,
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of socialism from below.

5 From Marx to Lenin

Out of the interaction and con�ict of the various radical and revolutionary outlooks that
emerged from the dual experience of the French revolution and the industrial revolution
in England, only one combined a passionate commitment to popular democracy and a
socialised economy with an understanding that only the working class, through its self-
activity, could bring into being a new society of freedom and abundance. That outlook,
founded on the principles of socialism from below, was the work of Karl Marx. Yet, in
the 50 years after his death in 1883, the Marxist outlook was to undergo enormous and
con�icting changes.

During the 1890s world capitalism entered into a 20-year period of prolonged economic
expansion. On the tails of economic growth, most workers were able to achieve real
improvements in their living standards. In massive numbers, workers joined trade unions
and socialist parties, many of which were in�uenced by Marxist ideas. In Germany, for
instance, the Social Democratic Party had one million members by 1912 and received four
million votes in the general election of that year. In a period such as this, when life is
improving without resort to militant or revolutionary struggle, people become accustomed
to the notion that life will inevitably improve in the natural course of things. Socialists
are not immune to such ideas. In fact, most European socialists at the time came to
the view that socialism would be achieved gradually, through the slow transformation of
capitalism into a kind of welfare capitalism under which workers would prosper.

Gone was Marx's notion that socialism could only come into being through a rev-
olutionary transformation of society from below. In its place developed the view that
capitalism would slowly grow over into socialism. At most, such a transition to socialism
was seen as involving little more than the election of socialist members of parliament.
The German socialist Eduard Bernstein was the most outspoken theorist of this reformist
and top-down conception of socialism. But all the major European socialist parties of
the time were in�uenced by this outlook. And, in a watered down form, it remains the
perspective of social democratic parties even today.

The dominant trend in socialist thought during this period, then, was a variant of
socialism from above. Working class struggle was seen as having little or nothing to
do with the creation of a socialist society. Instead, elected socialist o�cials would be
entrusted to oversee the smooth evolution of capitalism into socialism. Yet, despite the
wide in�uence of this doctrine, some Marxists remained committed to the idea of socialism
from below. The most important of these was the Polish revolutionary Rosa Luxemburg.

Rosa Luxemburg became a revolutionary socialist in her native Poland at age 16. Two
years later, she �ed to Switzerland in order to avoid arrest by the Polish police. After
several years of study, she moved to Germany, where she became the acknowledged leader
of the left wing inside the Social Democratic Party. While in her twenties Luxemburg
wrote several major works criticising the attempts by reformists to strip Marxism of its
democratic and revolutionary essence. Against the reformists, Luxemburg argued that
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capitalism would not inde�nitely expand; that sooner or later it would revert to crisis and
militarism. The only choice for humanity therefore, was socialism or barbarism.

This prognosis was proved overwhelmingly correct with the outbreak of world war
in 1914. Nearly the entire reformist wing of European socialism abandoned the long-
established principle of opposing all wars between capitalist nations. Instead, they re-
verted to crass patriotism, each party backing their national government. Rosa Luxemburg along
with the Russian revolutionaries Lenin and Trotsky headed the internationalist wing of
the European socialist movement, the wing that opposed all sides in the war and called for
the workers of all countries to reject the war and overthrow �their� national governments.
By the end of the war, working class revolutions did break out �rst in Russia, then in
Germany (and later in Hungary, Austria and Italy).

Rosa Luxemburg played a central role in the German revolution of 1918-19. And in
that struggle, she passionately and insistently a�rmed the basic principles of socialism
from below. Time and time again, she argued that the working class would have to build
a new world from the burning ashes of a Europe consumed by war, hunger and poverty.
The struggle for socialism, she asserted, depends upon the �ght against exploitation and
oppression in every factory and workplace. The new society could only be created by the
mass action of the working class. Nobody could give freedom over to the working class.
As she wrote at the height of the German revolution:

The struggle for socialism has to be fought out by the masses, by the masses
alone, breast to breast against capitalism, in every factory, by every proletarian
against his employer. Only then will it be a socialist revolution. ...Socialism
will not and cannot be created by decrees; nor can it be established by any
government, however socialist. Socialism must be created by the masses, by
every proletarian. Where the chains of capitalism are forged, there they must
be broken. Only that is socialism, and only thus can socialism be created.

Tragically, the struggle of the German workers was to be crushed�by a government com-
posed of reformist 'socialists'. In the process of stamping out the German workers' revo-
lution, this same �socialist� government organised the murder of Rosa Luxemburg and her
comrade Karl Liebknecht. Bureaucratic and reformist socialism from above would have
nothing to do with the self-mobilisation of the masses, with the struggle for socialism
from below.

But while the revolution was defeated in Germany, this was not the case in Russia.
There, a mass socialist party the Bolsheviks led by Lenin had undertaken a successful
working class seizure of power.

Since 1902, Lenin had been �ghting to build a genuinely revolutionary workers' party
in the adverse conditions of Czarist Russia. Unlike the socialists in western Europe, the
Russian Marxists did not have conditions of economic prosperity and expanding political
democracy to lull them into reformist illusions. Through all the stages of their develop-
ment, the Bolsheviks retained a revolutionary outlook.

With the crisis in the socialist movement brought on by World War I Lenin revised and
developed the outlook of the Bolsheviks on two essential points. First, he went back to
the writings of Marx and Engels on the Paris Commune and came to the conclusion as
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had Rosa Luxemburg at an earlier date that the Marxist view of the state and of a
workers' revolution had been grossly distorted by the reformists. In his pamphlet, State
and Revolution, Lenin restated the Marxist position that the working class would have to
overthrow the bureaucratic and elitist state developed by capitalism and replace it with its
own democratic workers' state. �The liberation of the oppressed class is impossible�, Lenin
argued, �without the destruction of the apparatus of state power created by the ruling
class.� The new workers' state would be a �transitional state' based on the extension of
democracy to such an overwhelming majority of the population that the need for a special
machine of suppression will begin to disappear.�

Secondly, Lenin came over in 1917 to the views of Trotsky on the nature of the com-
ing revolution in Russia. For years, all major trends in Russian socialism had believed
that a bourgeois democratic revolution a revolution against Czarism and for the es-
tablishment not of socialism but merely of liberal capitalism would have to precede a
workers' revolution in Russia. In 1906, Leon Trotsky developed a dissenting view. Only
the working class of Russia, Trotsky argued, would be willing and able to carry through
the �ght for democratic reforms and for a democratic republic. But why, he asked, should
the workers be expected to stop at that point? Why should they not extend the �ght
for democratic rights into a struggle for workers' control and socialist democracy? In
fact, Trotsky asserted, democracy in Russia could only be brought into being through
a workers' revolution. The struggle for democratic rights, therefore, would tend almost
automatically to pass over into a struggle for workers' power.

Answering the charge that Russia was too backward to be able to construct a socialist
society of which a situation of abundance was a central precondition Trotsky argued
that while Russia remained backward, Europe as a whole did not. The Russian revo-
lution, he argued, would be part of a European-wide con�ict. Aided by the advanced
workers' movements of central and western Europe, he contended, Russia could skip a
stage of liberal capitalism and proceed directly to the construction of a socialist society.
Trotsky described this process as a permanent revolution. The revolution would have to
be permanent in two senses. First, the battle for democracy would have to pass over into
a revolution for workers' power. Secondly, the Russian revolution would have to spread
and become part of the European revolution indeed, of the world revolution.

When working women in the Russian city of St Petersburg took to the streets demand-
ing bread and peace in March of 1917, few realised that the Russian revolution had begun.
When the demonstration of the women workers sparked a wave of revolutionary struggle
against Czarism, however, Lenin immediately embraced the perspective of Trotsky and
declared that workers' revolution was the order of the day. At the same time, Trotsky
recognised that without an organised political party no revolution could succeed. He
therefore joined the Bolshevik Party. Together the two men pushed the Bolshevik Party
into organising and leading a workers' uprising in October (November by the western
calendar) of 1917.

The Russian revolution was based upon a wholly new kind of social organisation, the
workers' council or soviet. These councils, based on elected delegates from the workplace
and the neighbourhoods, became the new decision-making bodies of Russia. They were
organs of direct democracy whose delegates, like those of the Paris Commune, could be
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recalled by the electors. The soviets represented a new form of mass democracy. It was for
this reason that Lenin and Trotsky made the demand for �All power to the soviets!� the
central slogan of the Russian revolution. The soviets, they claimed, would be the basis
of the new workers' state; they would represent the embodiment of workers' democracy.
And after the Bolshevik-led uprising in October of 1917, the soviets did indeed become
the foundation of the Russian workers' state. The American journalist John Reed, in
Russia at the time, carefully described the organisation of this new state:

At least twice a year delegates are elected from all over Russia to the All-
Russian Congress of Soviets ...This body, consisting of about two thousand
delegates, meets in the capital in the form of a great soviet, and settles upon
the essentials of national policy. It elects a Central Executive Committee,
like the Central Committee of the Petrograd Soviet, which invites delegates
from the central committees of all democratic organisations.This augmented
Central Executive Committee of the All-Russian Soviets is the parliament of
the Russian Republic.

The soviets, Reed pointed out, were amazingly vibrant and active organisations, concern-
ing themselves with all aspects of social policy. �No political body more sensitive and
responsive to the popular will was ever invented�, he stated.

During 1917 and 1918, the Russian soviets teemed with revolutionary initiative and
enthusiasm. For the �rst time, millions of ordinary workers and peasants found themselves
able to participate in the major decisions that a�ected their lives. Control of the factories
was taken over by the workers, land was seized by the poor peasants, the embryo of an
entirely new form of society was created.

But only the embryo. For the germ cell of socialism to grow, it required several
essential ingredients. One was peace. The new workers' state could not establish a thriving
democracy so long as it was forced to raise an army and wage war to defend itself. A
second essential ingredient was abundance. Unless the basic material needs of all people
could be satis�ed, it would be impossible to keep alive a direct and active democracy.
Hungry people can only keep their concern with politics alive for so long. Sooner or
later, the more pressing need for bread intervenes. For these reasons, a third ingredient
was indispensible the spread of the revolution. Only successful workers' revolutions in
Europe could remove the war threat and provide the economic assistance upon which
workers Russia depended. It was with these considerations in mind that Lenin stated,
four months after the Russian revolution, �The absolute truth is that without a revolution
in Germany we shall perish.�

6 International Socialism or State Capitalism?

Workers' Russia was not greeted by a revolution in Germany, by warm arms and o�ers
of fraternal assistance. Instead, it was greeted by the invasion of 17 armies from 14
countries. Alone, isolated, encircled, revolutionary Russia undertook the heroic task of
defending itself. Under the leadership of Trotsky, a Red Army was created that for nearly
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three years criss-crossed Russia battling the armies of world capitalism. In the end, the
Red Army prevailed. But at a terrible price. Russia was bled dry. Its industry had
collapsed. It could no longer feed its population. With economic and social collapse came
political decay. As workers' democracy disintegrated, a new bureaucracy rose to power.

The dimensions of Russia's collapse are truly staggering. By 1920, industrial produc-
tion had fallen to a mere 13 per cent of its 1913 level. There were massive shortages
of every conceivable item. But most desperately, there was a chronic shortage of food.
Famine swept the countryside. According to Trotsky, cannibalism emerged in some of the
provinces. There was a huge �ight of people from the cities, where food was nearly impos-
sible to �nd, back to the country. The population of Petrograd, the major industrial city,
fell from 2.5 million in 1917 to 574,000 in August of 1920. And even those workers who
remained in the cities were often too sick or too hungry to work. Absenteeism reached an
average of 30 per cent. Disease swept the country. Between 1918 and 1920, 1.6 million
people died of typhus, dysentery and cholera. Another 350,000 perished on the battle
�eld.

By 1920, the very face of Russia had changed. Workers' democracy, in the meaningful
sense of the term, had disappeared as had most of the working class through death or
retreat to the countryside. In many cases elections to the soviets ceased. The Bolshevik
Party remained alone in power confronted by a country that was slowly dying. In the
early 1920s, this ruling party divided into a series of factions, each with a di�erent view
as to how society should be governed and socialism constructed. While many individuals
crossed back and forth between the contending factions, a few years after Lenin's death
in 1924 (he had been sick and largely incapacitated since 1922) there were two dominant
points of view.

Grouped around Joseph Stalin were those forces that represented the rising Soviet
bureaucracy. Stalin's group argued that the Russian government should go about the
task of building �socialism in one country�. For this group, �socialism� lost all foundation
in organs of workers' democracy, soviets, and the international economy of abundance.
They came increasingly to identify socialism with a bureaucratic monopoly of power which
allowed no place for organs of mass democracy. Further, they began to de�ne socialism
as a state-controlled and planned economy which would industrialise backward Russia on
the basis of ruthless labour discipline and starvation wages.

Grouped around Leon Trotsky were the forces known as the �Left Opposition�. At the
urging of Lenin before he died, Trotsky had started to oppose many of Stalin's policies.
By the mid-1920s, the programme of the Left Opposition had two central planks. First,
democracy had to be re-established in the Bolshevik party and in the mass organisations
such as the trade unions and the soviets. Secondly, the Soviet government had to abandon
all such retrograde notions as socialism in one country which identi�ed socialism with
an impoverished and bureaucratically- dominated society in favour of a revolutionary
and internationalist perspective that understood that Russia's salvation lay in the spread
of revolution abroad.

By 1927 the debate was over. Trotsky's revolutionary perspective fell on deaf ears. The
working class, to the extent that it still existed, was hungry and demoralised. It remained
largely indi�erent to the rallying cry of the Left Opposition. Meanwhile hundreds of
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thousands of careerist elements had joined the Bolshevik party. Many of these were
former Czarist o�cials who foresaw the possibility of state employment if they announced
themselves �communists�. With the Bolshevik party dominated now by such elements
(200,000 original communists had died during the Civil War), Stalin's victory was assured.
In November of 1927, Trotsky was expelled from the Bolshevik party.

At that point, Stalin undertook to reshape the entire nature and direction of Russian
society. This �reshaping� had three main aspects: the elimination of all dissent; the
liquidation of all forms of democracy and of working class organisation; the slashing of
the living standards of the working class and the physical annihilation of millions of
peasants. The purpose of these policies was to transfer economic resources from ful�lling
the consumption needs of human beings to the building of a massive industrial/military
complex that could compete on the same footing as western capitalism.

The elimination of dissent began with expulsions from the Bolshevik party in 1927.
Then came sweeping arrests. In the mid-1930s a wave of �show trials� led to the slaughter
of the original Bolshevik leaders of the revolution. But the most astounding and gruesome
form of repression came in the slave labour camps. By 1931, two million people had found
their way into these camps. By 1933, the �gure was �ve million. In 1942 it reached a
staggering 15 million.

The destruction of the remnants of workers' democracy proceeded apace. Strikes were
outlawed in 1928. After 1930 workers were no longer allowed to change jobs without state
permission. Trade unions were reduced to bureaucratic playthings controlled by the state.
Other democratic reforms of the revolution were buried. Access to divorce was severely
curtailed. Abortion was made illegal. Homosexuality, made legal with the revolution, was
once again made a criminal o�ence. A regime of police terror prevailed.

In 1929, the �rst Five-Year Plan was introduced. The aim Stalin announced, was to
�catch up and overtake� the West. In order to take control of food production, several
million peasants were slaughtered. In the towns, workers' wages were cut in half between
1930 and 1937. A rate of growth of 40 per cent was declared. Such a growth rate could
only be achieved through ruthless exploitation of the working class by forcing workers
to produce more and more output for lower and lower wages.

From this point on, the whole axis of Russian development changed. Gone was the
commitment to workers' democracy and international socialism. In their place, a privi-
leged bureaucracy had installed the aims of industrial and military development in order to
build a world power. Under Stalin, the Soviet Union consciously adapted itself to the dy-
namics of world capitalism. The objective of defeating international capitalism through
workers' revolutions was replaced by the aim of building a modern military/industrial
complex. And it would happen at break-neck speed. Stalin expressed the logic clearly:

To slacken the pace would mean to lag behind; and those who lag behind are
beaten. We do not want to be beaten ...We are �fty or a hundred years behind
the advanced countries. We must make good this lag in ten years.

International socialism had thus been supplanted by state capitalism. All of economic
life was subordinated to the objective of competing with western capitalism. The satis-
faction of human needs was not the aim of production. Rather, production was geared
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to constructing steel mills and tank factories that could rival those of the West. After
all, the price of survival for any state caught up in the world capitalist system is that
it incessantly expand the industrial and military resources at its command. The living
standards of the working class are, therefore, continually subordinated to the aim of end-
less expansion. For it is impossible to build ever more factories and produce ever more
weapons unless workers are continually turning out more and more unpaid labour.

For Russia, competition is primarily military. But, in order to equal the West in
sophisticated weaponry, Russia must be capable of matching the growth of western capi-
talism in all areas: in steel, electrical goods, industrial chemicals and so on. The pressure
of world capitalist competition both military and economic shapes the structure and
direction of Russian society. Russia is thereby reduced to little more than a state-owned
economy that has adapted itself to the capitalist system as a whole.

It is for this reason that Russia, both in Stalin's day and today, can be described as
state capitalist. For the de�ning feature of capitalism is not that individual businessmen
produce for their own gain. Rather it is that owners of �capital� (resources produced by
workers) exploit workers who are forced to sell their ability to work in order to make a
living. In a capitalist system, that exploitation takes place with a view to expanding the
wealth and power at the disposal of a corporation or state so that they can hold their
own in a world system of competition.

7 Leon Trotsky and Beyond

During the terrible decades of the 1920s and 1940s when Stalin was committing barbarous
crimes in the name of �socialism�, the lone voice of Leon Trotsky kept alive some of the
basic elements of socialism from below. Stalin had returned to an ideology resembling
authoritarian pre-Marxian socialism. Gone was socialism's democratic essence. Stalin's
�Marxism� was a variant of socialism from above. A bureaucratic elite was to oversee the
transformation of a poor and backward country into a modern power, whatever the cost
in human terms. That such a perspective could be called �socialist� or �communist� was
a horrendous infamy.

It was Trotsky's great virtue to insist against all odds that socialism was rooted in the
struggle for human freedom. Furthermore, against the nationalistic notion of �socialism in
on country�, Trotsky asserted that socialism could only come into being on a world scale.
In so doing, he defended the uncompromising internationalism of Marx, Luxemburg and
Lenin.

Throughout the 1920s and until his death at the hands of Stalinist agent in 1940,
Trotsky fought desperately to build a revolutionary socialist movement based on the
principles of Marx and Lenin. At a time when Stalin's counter-revolution was reshaping
Russia and the fascism of Hitler and Mussolini was sweeping across Europe, crushing
workers' movements in its path, this was no mean task. Even if he had never developed
the theory of the permanent revolution, never played a leading role in the revolution of
1917, nor built the Red Army, Trotsky's contribution to keeping alive the socialist �ame
during the 1930s would have insured him a lasting place in the history of international
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socialism.
The conditions of the 1930s, however could not but a�ect Trotsky's outlook. The

great periods of Marxism have been those in which revolutionary socialists have been
actively bound up with mass movements of the working class. The health and dynamism
of Marxism has always depended upon a certain unity of theory and practice. For Marx
and Engels, these great periods were the revolutionary wave of 1848 in Europe and that of
the Paris Commune of 1871. During the failed Russian revolution of 1905 socialist theory
was advanced by the likes of Trotsky, Luxemburg and Lenin. The next great period was
that of 1917-1921. Then, revolutionaries such as Luxemburg, Lenin, Trotsky and the
Italian communist Antonio Gramsci played central roles in revolutionary movements of
the working class. During each one of these periods Marxist theory was developed and
enriched on the basis of the living experience of the working class movement.

During the 1930s, however, Trotsky was cut o� completely from any real workers'
movement. Throughout all of Europe, the working class was reeling under defeat after
defeat. The socialist and communist movement was on the defensive, struggling desper-
ately to protect itself from the hammerblows of fascism While Trotsky's commentaries on
the events of this period are often brilliant, they were unable to inspire any signi�cant
numbers of working people into action. Further, Trotsky's new communist movement
remained con�ned to the radical intelligentsia. The divorce from mass struggles indeed
an incredible remoteness from the day-to-day experience of the working class could only
distort the theory and practice of what came to be known as �Trotskyism�.

The Trotskyist movement paid dearly for its isolation. It became in most countries
little more than a debating society for intellectuals who had no experience of working class
struggle. Trotsky denounced the �closed circles�, the �literary arrogance� and the �conceit
and grand airs� of intellectuals who felt capable of pronouncing on the general strategy
and tactics of revolution in any corner of the world although they had failed to gain a
toehold in the workers' movement of their own country. Yet, for all his criticisms, Trotsky
could not supply the only real corrective to such a hot-house atmosphere: involvement
and education in the class struggle.

These defects in the Trotskyist movement were compounded by a very serious an-
alytical error committed by Trotsky during this period. As Stalin's counter-revolution
intensi�ed as communist militants were executed, peasants slaughtered, the last ves-
tiges of democracy eliminated the question arose as to the nature of the society that
was taking shape in Russia. Throughout the 1930s, Trotsky consistently argued that
Stalin's Russia remained a workers' state, albeit of a degenerated kind. Trotsky acknowl-
edged that the soviets had been destroyed, that union democracy had disappeared, that
the Bolshevik party had been stripped of its revolutionary character. Indeed, at times
he compared the political regime in Russia to that of fascist Germany. Still, he insisted
that Russia was a workers' state. And he did so on the basis of one criterion alone: that
property remained nationalised, in state hands. This Trotsky believed was evidence of a
lasting gain brought about by the 1917 revolution. Private property had not been restored
by Stalin. Therefore, the economy remained collectivised and capable of planning.

Descriptively, what Trotsky said was clearly true. Stalin betrayed no intention of
restoring private capitalism in Russia. But this was hardly enough for Stalin's Russia to
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qualify as a workers' state. A workers' state, according to Marx and Lenin, is a state
based upon workers' control of society. It depends upon the existence of democratic
organisation that can control society from below. A workers' state presupposes that
workers are running the state. To talk of a workers' state is necessarily to talk of workers'
power and workers' democracy. The particular form of property ownership is certainly of
interest, but it tells us nothing about the essential nature of society and of the state. To
understand these, as Marx argued consistently, we must look at the social relations that
characterise the society. That is to say, we must look at who controls the structure of
economic production and at who controls the apparatus of state power.

It was certainly true that nationalised property and attempts planning the economy
characterised Russia and it remains the case today. But the relevant questions are these:
Who controls the nationalised property? Who is doing the planning and on what basis?
It is not enough to answer that the state controls property. For the obvious question
then becomes: who controls the state? It is not the working class, then who is it? If we
answer, as Trotsky did, that a privileged bureaucracy controls this state, then we must
look deeper. For, if this bureaucracy uses its control of the state (and thus of the economy
and the labour force) in order to direct production and accumulation in the interests not
of human emancipation, but of industrial and military competition with other capitalist
power then we can hardly be said to be talking about a workers' state. Rather, we are
dealing with a system of bureaucratic state capitalism in which capital is collectively
controlled by the privileged bureaucracy that controls the state.

By making the nature of property ownership the criterion of workers' state, Trotsky
committed an error that was seriously to disorient the Trotskyist movement in later years.
For, unwittingly, Trotsky had broken from the most basic precepts of socialism from below.

This was not readily apparent during Trotsky's lifetime. But the end of the Second
World War, these problems burst into the open. At that time, Stalin's troops rolled into
most of East Europe, creating loyal puppet regimes in countries such as Poland, Hungary,
Bulgaria and so forth. Initially, the Trotskyist forces insisted that these countries remained
capitalist regimes. After all, workers' revolutions had taken place. Slowly, however,
another realisation took hold of them. Under Russian orders, these puppet governments
had created internal structures modelled on those Russia: industry and �nance were
nationalised; a bureaucratic or party state was created; attempts to plan the economy
were introduced. According to Trotsky's criterion, these new Eastern European regimes
would have to be workers' states. And this was the conclusion arrived at by the Trotskyist
movement. In so doing they claimed what for revolutionary socialists should have been
the inadmissible: that workers' states could be created without the active intervention of
the working class. Workers' states without workers' revolutions was a glaring violation
of the principles of Marx and Lenin. Even more grotesque, Stalin's army was now being
painted as an instrument of human liberation, creating workers' states at the end of its
bayonets.

From this point onwards, the movement Trotsky had created fell victim to the ideology
of socialism from above. No longer, for them, was socialism dependent upon the self-
emancipation of the working class. Now any collection of guerrillas, technocrats or petty
dictators who undertook to turn backward countries into modern empires by nationalising
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the means of wealth appeared as progressive movements. In China, Cuba, Algeria and
dozens of other countries, such movements came to power. In no case were these regimes
based on structures of workers' power and workers' democracy. Yet, more often than not,
the Trotskyist movement greeted these brutally undemocratic state capitalist tyrannies
as workers' states.

Thus, by a peculiar irony of history, the movement founded by the great revolutionary
socialist who had spearheaded the communist opposition to Stalinism fell victim to the
ideology of socialism from above. Trotsky himself made a lasting contribution to inter-
national socialism which remains indispensable to socialists today. But recognition of
that contribution should not blind us to the fatal error he committed an error that, by
violating the principles of socialism from below, has distorted irreparably the movement
that takes his name.

8 Socialism From Below

Today in the period after World War II, revolutionary socialism was everywhere in retreat.
What passed itself o� as �socialism� was generally an elitist and authoritarian doctrine
strongly resembling the anti-democratic visions of socialism from above. There were, of
course, major national liberation struggles, such as those in China and Cuba, which freed
colonial nations from the oppressive grip of a major world power. As victories against
imperialism, these movements were justly deserving of support. But the claims of the
Chinese and Cuban regimes to be �socialist� have stained the image of genuine socialism
everywhere.

The national liberation movement in China was led by a guerrilla army that had no
base among the organised working class. When Mao's army rolled into China's major
cities, workers were told to stay at work and obey the orders of their managers. At most,
some owners and managers were replaced by o�cials of the new government. In no sense
was there a working class reshaping of society from below. In Cuba, a small band of
guerrillas were fortunate enough to confront a regime so weak and corrupt that it fell
under the �rst assault. Again, workers played no serious role in the Cuban revolution of
1959. By no stretch of the imagination can either the Chinese or Cuban revolutions be
said to represent working class movements for self-emancipation.

What's more, in both China and Cuba, the new regime modelled themselves on the
totalitarian state capitalist structure of Russia. A one-party state was created in which all
elections were a meaningless ritual. Opposition parties workers' parties included were
outlawed. Trade unions were put under rigorous state control. Strict press censorship was
introduced. Left-wing critics were thrown in jail. All of industry and �nance was put into
state hands. No organs of democratic social control were encouraged or tolerated. The
fact that these state capitalist dictatorships passed themselves o� as 'socialist' was an
enormous blight against the most democratic and revolutionary movement ever created.

Fortunately, workers soon began to put the lie to the socialist pretensions of the
Stalinist regimes. Beginning in East Germany in 1953, continuing through Hungary and
Poland in 1956, China in 1967, Czechoslovakia in 1968 and Poland again in 1970, 1976
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and 1980, the spectre of workers' power has returned to haunt the ghost of Stalin. What's
more, young dissidents have come increasingly to recognise the true nature of the state
capitalist regimes in which they live and to a�rm the perspective of socialism from
below.

Such an approach was presented most clearly in the open letter to the Polish Com-
munist Party written in 1964 by two young rebels Jacek Kuron and Karol Modzelewski.
Kuron and Modzelewski argued persuasively that the Polish working class is exploited by
�central political bureaucracy� that controls the economy in the interests of state compe-
tition:

... all means of production and maintenance have become or centralised na-
tional �capital�. The material power of the bureaucracy, the scope of its au-
thority over production, its international position (very important for a class
organised as a group identifying itself with the state) all this depends on the
size of the national capital.

Consequently, the bureaucracy wants to increase capital, to enlarge the producing appa-
ratus, to accumulate.

And Kuron and Modzelewski knew that, if this situation was to be changed and gen-
uine socialism created, the conclusion was inescapable: The revolution that will overthrow
the bureaucratic system will be a proletarian revolution.

In Eastern Europe, then, working class action has exposed the lies and hypocrisy
of the �socialist� states. At the same time, western capitalism has exposed its violent,
militaristic, inhuman face. Military madness has re-emerged on a terrifying scale. The
world is now spending $1.3 million per minute on the means of destroying human life.
The United States is in the midst of the biggest peacetime arms build-up in history and
Russia is scrambling frantically to catch up. With each such escalation in the arms race,
the threat of war global nuclear war looms larger.

At the same time, the world capitalist system is sliding once more into depression. In
the major capitalist countries, this economic crisis means massive unemployment, par-
ticularly for young people; it means a life of poverty and despair for millions. In the
underdeveloped nations, the crisis means death on a horrifying scale. According to the
World Bank, some 800 million people now live in a state of �absolute poverty�. Every day
hunger and hunger-related diseases kill 41,000 human beings. That's 28 victims of hunger
per minute two-thirds of them children while more than a million dollars per minute
is spent on armaments.

So none of this has to be. The means exist to banish forever hunger, poverty and
starvation. The wealth devoted annually to producing weapons of destruction could
easily solve the problem of food production. The problem is not a material one, it is
social in nature; it is a result of the barbaric priorities of a system founded on economic
and military competition.

The same goes for the multitude of other problems that threaten lives, that distort
and mutilate human existence. Whether it is the alarming rise in industrial accidents and
diseases, the terrifying spread of nuclear power, or the near-catastrophic destruction of our
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natural environment, the cause the capitalist organisation of world society remains
the same.

The solution also remains the same. The democratic and socialist restructuring of
society remains, as it was in Marx's day, the most pressing task confronting humanity.
And such a reordering of society can only take place on the basis of the principles of
socialism from below. Now more than ever, the liberation of humanity depends upon
the self- emancipation of the world working class. And the transition to a new society of
freedom and abundance depends upon the construction of a world federation of workers'
states, each based on the principles of workers' democracy.

The vital task confronting all those who desire the creation of such a new society is
to raise up the banner of socialism from below, to establish once again in the popular
consciousness the inextricable connection between socialism and democracy. The chal-
lenge is to restore to socialism its democratic essence, its passionate concern with human
freedom.

And the socialism with which we meet the battles of the future must not only build
upon the heroic struggles of the past. It must also incorporate the fresh initiatives of
contemporary struggle to break the chains of oppression. Socialist emancipation in the
modern world must also be women's liberation. It must embrace struggle of women to
free themselves from a second-class existence, from the ties that bind them to the endless
drudgery of housework, from the images and ideology that try to reduce them to mindless
sex-objects. Socialist emancipation must be black liberation. It must centrally involve the
battles of black people against institutionalised discrimination and injustice; against racial
harassment and ghetto existence. Socialist emancipation must also be gay liberation. It
must include the struggles of gay men a women to live their lives free to love those whom
they choose, free from the fear of harassment and victimisation.

Once again there are signs that the international working class is �exing its muscles
and making its power felt. Perhaps on a small scale but whether it be Solidarity in Poland,
a general strike against the military in Chile, miners' strikes in South Africa or Britain,
workers testing their strength in North America or Australia, the workers of the world
are again moving towards the centre of stage of world history. In the crisis-ridden decade
of the 1980s, are confronted once again with the choice presented over sixty years ago by
Rosa Luxemburg: socialism or barbarism.

Last time humanity entered a similar period of crisis, during the 1930s, the result was
fascism in Europe and the immeasurable su�ering and barbarism of a world war that saw
the explosion the �rst nuclear bomb. Yet there is an alternative. WorkersS democracy, an
end to poverty and oppression these are the prospects held out by an advance towards
international socialism.

That vision, that dream of a new world of freedom is more the just an idle daydream.
As William Morris wrote a century ago

Ours is no dream. Men and women have died for it, not in ancient days, but
in our own time; they lie in prisons for it, work in mines, are exiled, are ruined
for it; believe me when such things; su�ered for dreams, the dreams come true
at last.
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We are international socialists, and, linked with revolutionary socialist groups in other
parts of the world, we are dedicated bringing that dream into being, to realising the
principles socialism from below. We are as yet small. But our vision is big. We have the
opportunity of building a movement that can change the world. Won't you join us? After
all, we have a world to win.

Further Reading

I have not produced references to prove my every statement in this pamphlet. For those
interested in pursuing some of the issues discussed above, however, I have provided below
a guide to the main works that have in�uenced the views presented here.

Origins of Socialism

For the history of the period, see Eric Hobsbawn, The Age of Revolution. Albert Soboul's
The French Reuolutlon 1787-1799 is the leading treatment in English of the popular
struggles that made up the French Revolution. George Lichtheim's two books, A Short

History of Socialism and The Origins of Socialism are the most reliable guides to early
socialist thought.

Marxism

The best single introduction to Marx's political work and thought is Alex Callinicos' The
Revolutionary Ideas of Karl Marx. Hal Draper's brilliant work, Karl Marx's Theory of

Reuolution (6 vols.) is an invaluable but sometimes di�cult source. I should also record
here a debt of inspriation to a now-out-of-print pamphlet by Draper, The Two Souls of

Socialism. Of course there is no substitute for reading the works of Marx and Engels
themselves.

The Russian Revolution

John Reed's Ten Days That Shook the World remains the best introduction. Leon Trot-
sky's History of the Russian Revolution is a superb and penetrating account. Victor
Serge's Year One of the Russian Reuolution is excellent. On the building of the Bolshe-
vik party and the years of struggle that led up to the revolution, read Steve Wright's
pamphlet, Russia: The Making of the Revolution. On the decline of the revolution see
Alan Gibbons, How the Russian Revolution Was Lost.

Lenin

The most important single work by Lenin is his pamphlet State and Revolution which
is widely available in various editions. Tony Cli�'s four volume biography, Lenin, is
invaluable. Alfred Rosmer's work Moscow Under Lenin, also known as Lenin's Moscow,
is insightful. For Lenin's opposition to Stalin see Moshe Lewin, Lenin's Last Struggle.
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Stalinism

There are now many studies of the horrors of Stalinism. Trotsky's The Revolution Be-

trayed is still an important treatment, as is Victor Serge's From Lenin to Stalin. The best
theoretical treatment of Stalinist Russia is Tony Cli�'s classic, State Capitalism in Russia.
Chris Harman's Class Struggles in Eastern Europe develops the state capitalist analysis
for the eastern European states. Kuron and Modzelewski's open letter, also reprinted as
Solidarnosc: The Missing Link? is invaluable. Nigel Harris' The Mandate of Heaven:

Marx and Mao in Modern China is a masterful treatment of state capitalism in China.
The best short introduction to the theory of state capitalism is Abbie Bakan's The Great
Lie.

Trotsky

In addition to The History of the Russian Revolution and The Revolution Betrayed, Trot-
sky's most important writings include Results and Prospects and The Permanent Revo-

lution. Duncan Hallas' Trotsky's Marxism is the best overall treatment of the strengths
and weaknesses of Trotsky's thought.

A Further Note

These and many more publications are available from HarmarketBooks.org
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The quotation at the right is from the beginning of “The Two Souls of Socialism,” by Hal Draper
(1992), published as a pamphlet in 1966. Draper’s editor notes, “Its political impact on a generation
of socialists in the United States and Great Britain has been considerable.” (Haberkern, 1992, p.
xvii) It influenced that wing of Trotskyism which rejected Trotsky’s belief that the Soviet Union
under Stalin (and after) was some sort of “workers’ state.” Instead, these semi-Trotskyists held
(correctly) that the U.S.S.R. had developed a bureaucratic ruling class which collectively exploited
the workers.

Draper’s pamphlet was rewritten as the first half of a work by David McNally, “Socialism
from Below” (1984). This has been circulated by the International Socialist Organization, which
remains a major part of this international semi-Trotskyist tendency. McNally rewrote “Socialism
from Below” in 1997; this version has been circulated by the New Socialist Group in Canada. He
has recently rethought and rewritten his socialism-from-below perspective in a new book (2002).
Draper himself went on to publish four volumes on Karl Marx’s Theory of Revolution, elaborating
on his arguments.

I was one of many of this broad tendency who were inspired by Draper’s conception of two
“souls” of socialism. My friends and I felt then, and I feel now, that it gave a profound insight
into the relationship between socialism and freedom. In the ’60s and ’70s, it inspired us to keep
on struggling for a libertarian-democratic vision of socialism. At that time most self-admitted
revolutionaries were admirers of Mao, Ho Chi Minh, or Fidel Castro: left Stalinists. There were
many decent activists who were unhappy with the nature of such regimes—the one-party states,
banning of strikes, suppression of dissent, etc. But they often felt that this was what socialism
appeared to be, and therefore had to be supported against U.S. imperialism. Draper pointed to
an alternate tradition within socialism, one rooted in popular, radically democratic resistance,
which was counterposed to both capitalist imperialism and to any new bureaucratic ruling class.
In its essentials, this remains the center of my political views.

Today such state-Communism has been relatively discredit-ed with the fall of the Soviet Union
and the turn of the Chinese state to open capitalism. As a consequence, the concept of socialism-
from-below has become widely attractive to many radicals. However, the concept of socialism-
from-below, at least as raised by Draper and by McNally (at least until his most recent book),
has been used ambiguously. Contrary to the views of the anarchists, these writers claim that
Marxism is most consistent with revolutionary socialism-from-below, and that anarchism is an
example of authoritarian socialism. I will argue instead that the divide between authoritarian and
libertarian-democratic tendencies runs through (inside) Marxism as well as through anarchism.
However, I believe that, while there is value in Marxism, overall, anarchism is most consistent
with the development of a liberating socialism-from-below.

Social Change from Above or Below

To rephrase the core of Draper’s argument, which I still see as valid:
From time immemorial, the oppressed and exploited have looked to someone in authority to

help them, to some strong leader or some faction of the ruling class. The unhappy peas-ants
looked to kings to protect them from aristocrats and aristocrats to protect them from kings. Peo-
ple vote for liberal politicians to save them from conservatives, for “lesser evils”to shield them
from “greater evils.” Oppressed people internalize their society’s view of themselves as weak and
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unworthy, and instead hope for some messiah, some man on a white horse, to come and lead
them to the promised land.

Periodically the wretched of the earth rise up against their rulers and strike blows for free-
dom. But again and again,they have ended up only replacing one ruling group with another.
Real gains were made over time—such as when the aristocracy was replaced by capitalist-ruled
semi-democracy. In the course of revolutions, organs of popular self-management have repeat-
edly been created, such as councils, soviets, factory committees, neighborhood assemblies. But
a free, cooperative, society was never won.The ideals of freedom, equality, solidarity, and self-
government, have never died out, but neither have they ever been achieved for more than brief
moments in history.

The desire for freedom is rooted in the class struggle, and ultimately in the nature of humanity.
But there is also a felt need for authority, which is socially rooted in the layers of petty privileges
within the system (privileges based on race, gender, education, craft, and so on). Everyone is
taught to “get ahead” and “make something of yourself ” by climbing up the hierarchy, by getting
a little more (or a lot more) than those below you. Success, as measured in capitalism, is to rise
to the top of the hierarchy, to be a boss.Socialism-from-below challenges all that in the name of
solidarity and equality.

Socialism from below is not simply a matter of supporting the majority against the minority.
For most of the time, in non-revolutionary conditions, most people accept the existing system of
rule by elites (this acceptance iswhatmakes conditions non-revolutionary, by definition). Popular
“acceptance”may be given with ignorant enthusiasm or with bitter resignation or something in
between. Only a small group may continue to advocate that people rely on themselves. This
revolutionary minority may participate in the smaller struggles and day-to-day conflicts of the
oppressed, while still advocating popular struggle for total emancipation.

At the same time, there are mass struggles in which elites try to use the people as a battering
ram. These leaders wish to use popular mass movements in order to force their way into the
ruling stratum, gaining some benefits for their fol-lowers. They may use the aroused people to
overthrow the old rulers and to become the new bosses. Thus the U.S. and French revolutions,
which put the capitalist class into power. Thus the Communist Party-led revolutions, which put
a bureaucratic class into power. These were all mass revolutions, but (in the end) led from above.

This pattern of reliance on good leaders (rulers) has been the dominant tendency in all previous
struggles and, naturally, also in the history of the socialist movement. Infinite forms of socialist
reformism have flourished, all relying on accommodation with some faction of the existing cap-
italist class and its state. A variety of more-or-less revolutionary tendencies has advocated the
overthrow of this state and its replacement with a new state—a state-capitalist dictatorship.

But also in the socialist movement, another tendency has come to fruition, from time to time.
This is the tendency of working people to rely on themselves and to boldly stand in opposition to
ruling elites (existing rulers or would-be new rulers). Working people have organized themselves
to stand outside of and against the powers that be. They may use the resources of leading indi-
viduals, but these are chosen by the people, controlled by them, and removable by them. Even
limited reforms are won by pressuring the rulers from outside, not by seeking access to power.
This is the true, revolutionary, libertarian-democratic, tradition of socialism-from-below. It was
expressed in the great sentence at the beginning of the Provisional Rules of the First Interna-
tional (written by Marx but loved by anarchists),“The emancipation of the working classes must
be conquered by the working classes themselves.” Or as William Morris put it, “Change for the
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better can only be realized by the efforts of the workers themselves. ‘By us and not for us’ must
be their motto.” (1986, pp. 144–145)

It has been argued by Marxists that it is only now, with industrial capitalism, that it becomes
possible for this approach to consistently exist and even to win. Now there exists, on a worldwide
scale, a type of working class which is capable of organizing itself, and of cooperativelymanaging
society. Now technology exists which makes possible creation of a new society of plenty for all
and the integration of work and creative play. (Also, this technology is now so dangerous that
it must be taken away from all minorities if humans are to be sure of surviving.) Whether this
argument is correct is not a matter of abstract theory but something to be proven in practice, if
we can.

Means must be consistent with ends. Anarchists argue that a self-managing, self-organizing,
society of free, cooperative individuals, can only be created by a popular movement which is
itself self-managing and self-organizing. It is not possible to create a new society in which the
working people would be set free once led there by a wise and benevolent set of (“temporary”)
masters. Shepherds do not take care of sheep for the health of the sheep.

Enemies of the working class often point out the workers’ weaknesses: their racism, sexism,
nationalism, superstition,and so on. All of these exist, to a greater or lesser extent. How will they
overcome these weaknesses? Draper answers, “How does a people or a class become fit to rule
in their own name?

Only by fighting to do so…. Only by fighting for democratic power do they educate themselves
and raise themselves up to the level of being able to wield that power. There has never been any
other way for any class.” (1992, p. 33)

Something Went Wrong with Marxism

These basic arguments, I think, remain essentially correct.However,alongside them, Draper
makes a more specific argument in favor of Marxism. He places Marx and Marxism at the center
of his vision of socialism-from-below. It is true that Marx’s goals were socialist democracy, the
end of the state, the emancipation of the working class, and the end of alienation in work and
life (all goals consistent with anarchism). But something went terribly wrong with Marxism.

Marxism first produced the bureaucratic-reformist social democratic parties. They supported
their imperialist states inWorldWar I, sabotaged the German and Russian revolutions afterwards,
failed to fight fascism, and supportedWestern imperialism in the ColdWar. Today these so-called
socialist or labor parties have completely given up any pretense of advocating a different social
system than capitalism.

In 1917, an attempt to revive revolutionaryMarxismwasmade by Lenin and Trotsky. It resulted
in the totalitarian nightmare of Stalinist state-capitalism. Since 1989, state-capitalism has mostly
collapsed into Western-style private capitalism, with mass misery its result.

Trotsky’s attempt to revive early Leninism was also a dismal failure. The various Trotskyist
tendencies generally capitulated to forms of Stalinism or to U.S. imperialism, or both.

Draper, at least, knows all this, and says so. Furthermore,he criticizes authoritarianism in al-
most every leading member of the Marxist movement outside of Marx and Engels themselves.
In various works, Draper (1992, 1990,1987) attacks the authoritarianism of the founders of the
German Social Democratic Party, especially Ferdinand Lassalle; the developer of Marxist revi-
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sionism, Eduard Bernstein (protege of Engels), as well as the “pope” of Marxist orthodoxy, Karl
Kautsky; leaders of early French Marxism, Jules Guesde and Paul Lafargue; the leader of British
Marxism, H.M. Hyndman; and the founder of Russian Marxism, George Plekhanov.

In Draper’s “Two Souls” essay, he makes brief but favorable comments about Lenin. He quotes
Max Eastman as calling Lenin a “rebel” whose “passion was to set men free.” (1992, p. 26)The orig-
inal pamphlet had a picture on the cover with Lenin plainly in the “Socialism from Below”arrow.
But Draper does not spend time trying to defend Lenin as a revolutionary-democratic socialist,
which would be difficult. In a later work (1987), he details how Lenin, Trotsky, and all the Bolshe-
viks used the concept of the “dictatorship of the proletariat” as a justification for the dictatorship
of their party over the proletariat.

The only historical Marxists whom Draper (1987) cites as on the side of socialism-from-below
are Rosa Luxemburg and William Morris. While Luxemburg saw herself as an orthodox Marx-
ist,her heritage has never been integrated into either social democracy (which she criticized all
her life), Stalinism (which never had any use for her), or even any of the Trotskyisms. Similarly
British socialists have regarded Morris as either an icon or an eccentric craftsman, ignoring his
anarchist-influenced utopianism. That is, Luxemburg and Morris are the exceptions which prove
the rule. It is precisely the revolutionary-democratic aspects of their socialism which keep them
outside of the main tendencies of Marxism. (Draper also admires Eugene Debs, who was not
clearly a Marxist. In any case, he also fits the category of someone who was not taken into any
of the Marxist traditions.)

The Two Souls of Marxism

What Draper regards as the key to socialism-from-below is the Marxism of Marx and En-
gels and really no one else. Marx was, as Draper notes, a leader of the most extreme German
democrats in the fight against the Prussian feudal state. He came to socialism already a believer
in democracy-from-below. Marx integrated radical democracy and collectivist-socialism. This
synthesis of revolutionary socialism and revolutionary democracy is the greatest of Marx’s con-
tributions,Draper claims, more important even than his Capital.Draper’s four fat volumes on
Marx’s politics are an elaborate effort to demonstrate this.

I do not intend to argue this point here. At the very least,it is easy to show that Marx would
have been appalled by Stalinist totalitarianism. He and Engels would probably not have even
accepted the bureaucratic statism of the social democratic parties.They had a belief in democracy
as integral to their socialism. But this does not settle the question.

Even if we accept Marx’s democratism, we have to ask, What about all these other guys?
How did all of these followers of Marx end up as toadies to the imperialists or totalitarian mass
murderers (or both)? FromMarx’s time to quite recently, tens of millions of working people have
died at the hands of Marxists. Draper claims that this was due to the ideas of emancipation-from-
above being regenerated withinMarxism by the realities of capitalism.Marxists, like all socialists,
are affected by the elitist social psychology all around them. In their politics and their day-to-day
lives they have to deal with the reality of a hierarchical society.All this is morally corrupting. No
doubt this is a factor. But is there anything in Marxism itself (in Marx’s Marxism, that is) that
lends itself to this authoritarianism? Does socialism-from-above have any roots in Marx’s work?
Given this history,it is hard to believe that it does not.
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For example, most radical German democrats, such as Marx, were centralists. They hated the
division of Germany into many feudal kingdoms. Instead, they wanted to unite the nation un-
der a central parliament, replacing the king by an elected body but even more centralized than
the Prussian monarchy. They confused the need for unification with centralization. They were
influenced by the centralist heritage of the Jacobins of the French revolution. (By contrast,in the
U.S. revolution, it was the more conservative of the revolutionaries who were centralizers, while
the more radical Jeffersonians were decentralist-federalizers.) Centralization requires the rule of
the few (at the center) over the many—however “democratically” the few are chosen. There is
no contradiction in seeing Marx as both a radical democrat and a centralizer. He believed that
they went together. In a backhanded way, Draper admits this. “…Marx advocated neither what
was called ‘centralization’ nor ‘decentralization,’but rather a course hostile to both; the construc-
tion of a central government from below.” (1990, p. 172) How this is different from advocating
centralization is not clear.

Marx sawmovement toward centralization as a progressive aspect of capitalism. He supported
capitalism’s tendency to create big factories, big industries, big cities, and big nations.(Therefore
he supported large nations when they absorbed smaller, weaker ones, such as in eastern Europe
or when the U.S. seized half of Mexico.) His program was the centralization of all industry into
the control of a centralized association of the workers. As stated in the Communist Manifesto,
“The proletariat will…centralize all production in the hands of the state… All production [will be]
concentrated in the hands of a vast association of the whole nation…” (Marx,1974, pp. 86 and 87)
He never changed this program.

Marx did not see that centralization under capitalism was often inefficient in terms of produc-
tivity, done only for the sake of financial reasons or for greater control over the workers. Today
centralization is monstrously overdone inmost areas of politics, economics, urbanism, and indus-
try,resulting in a stifling giganticism.

Draper buys into this centralizing orientation. In “Two Souls”he argues against the anarchists,
“The great problem of our age is the achievement of democratic control from below over the
vast powers of modern social authority.” (1992, p. 13). But democratic control from below is only
possible if we break up these “vast powers.” Existing “social authority” needs to be replaced with
a federation of associations which are rooted indirectly democratic workplaces and communities.

This advocacy of centralism in social, economic, and political areas was an important part of
Marx’s Marxism. Later Marxists supported their capitalist national states and their empires, justi-
fying themselves with Marx’s centralism.Similarly, Lenin always regarded himself as a centralist.
He aimed to create a centralized party, ruling a centralized state, directing a centralized economy.
For all that Lenin did not intend to create the brutality of Stalinism, this program certainly laid
its foundation. Trotsky held this vision of centralism in all areas. Carried to its logical conclusion,
Marxist centralism leads to a totalitarian state capitalism.

Marx’s centralism was supported by his view of history as marching on, essentially automat-
ically, from capitalism into socialism. He saw centralization as the wave of the future. Draper
rejects the claim that Marx thought that “socialism is inevitable.” But his own writings show
that Marx’s strategy relied on an expected tendency of the system to move automatically in a
progressive (and centralist) direction.

Anarchists see historical movement as much more open-ended and indeterminate than do
Marxists. They may agree with Marx, as I do, that there are social tendencies within capitalism
which push toward socialism,specifically the class struggle as well as all other struggles against
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oppression. But we cannot say what the outcome will be.Socialism is a commitment, not a predic-
tion. If socialism is to win, it must be supported for reasons of morality and values, not because
some social forces tend in that direction (among others).

In sum, a major weakness of Draper’s view of socialism-from-below is the belief that Marxism
as a worldview—even the Marxism of Marx and Engels—is “from below” in some essential sense.
This mistake is abetted by his blindness to the anti-democratic nature of economic and political
centralism.

The Two Souls of Anarchism

Draper really hates anarchism: “Of all ideologies, anarchism is the one most fundamentally
antidemocratic in ideology…” (1990, p. 132) More anti-democratic than Nazism or Stalinism? The
very extremism of the statement shows that political prejudice is operative here. Nevertheless,
this does not mean that Draper cannot have useful insights.

While it seems counter-intuitive to use socialism-from-below to attack the anarchist move-
ment, Draper seeks to support this with historical evidence. Proudhon, the first person to
call himself an anarchist, is shown by Draper(1992, 1990, 1969) to have had all sorts of un-
pleasant traits. Proudhon was a white supremacist (who supported the South in the U.S. Civil
War), an anti-semite, an extreme misogynist, pro-French imperialism, pro-strikebreaking, and
pro-dictatorship, aside from advocating a reformist strategy. Bakunin was the one who really
initiated the revolutionary anarchist movement. Draper (1990)cites the facts of Bakunin’s
repeated super-vanguardist secret conspiracies by which he hoped to control mass movements
from behind the scenes. Bakunin’s anarchist editor, Sam Dolgoff, says that Bakunin’s “…closest
associates…considered his schemes for elaborate, centralized secret societies incompatible with
libertarian principles.”(1980, p. 182) The anarchist-terrorists of the late nineteenth century
sought to substitute for the working people by individual heroism (the same sort of individual
bombings was to be done in the 1970s by overt Stalinists)

The fundamental flaw of anarchism, according to Draper,is that it is opposed to democracy. It
is true that many prominent anarchists can be quoted as opposing “democracy,” from Proudhon
to Malatesta toWoodcock. Often this is meant primarily as a rejection of the phony democracy of
the capitalist state, which hides the rule of its capitalist minority. At other times it has been used
to oppose the domination of a majority in areas where individual choice should be primary. For
example, the majority has no right to impose its views of religion on minorities, nor to impose
popular views of voluntary sexual practices.And even when majority decisions are made, the
opposing minority must have a right to to defend its opinions, and to try to become a majority
in the future. (If this is not allowed, then the majority cannot be said to really be the majority,
that is, for individuals to have heard all sides and freely made up their minds.) New ideas begin
as minority opinions before they win their way.

However,as I have argued (Price, 2000), some anarchists have made the mistake of opposing
the whole concept of“democracy.” Draper is correct to point out that there are decisions which
must be made,affecting whole communities (no matter how decentralized). To oppose any form
of collective, democratic decision-making only leads to some minority making the decisions (as
in the “tyranny of structurelessness”). If no one can tell me what to do, then I must be the king.
I think Draper is right to point to this error as the base of the authoritarian trends in anarchism.
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On the other hand, there are many anarchists (e.g., Tucker,Chomsky, Bookchin) who have
seen themselves as continuing the radical democratic tradition which goes back to the capital-
ist democratic revolutions of the U.S. and France. Anarchism as a conception of extreme, di-
rect,participatory democracy is widely recognized. (In his centralism, Draper rejects the con-
cept of “participatory democracy.”) Included in anarchist programs of voluntary association is
the “self-management” and “self-organization” of all industries and communities—which are just
other ways of saying “democracy.”

In any case, the relationship between the anarchist movement and its founders is very different
than that between Marxism and its founders. Marxism is named after its founder. His works are
sacred books. His words are quoted in arguments. The same is true for the followers of Lenin,
of Mao,and of Trotsky. But unlike Marxism-Leninism, anarchism is not named after Proudhon,
Bakunin, or Kropotkin. We are not Malatestians or Emma Goldmanites. Few read their books.
This situation creates weaknesses, of course, in the limitations of anarchist theoretical work and
the lack of homogeneity among anarchists (although the Marxists are also pretty heterogeneous
and often ignorant of what Marx really said). The errors of Proudhon and Bakunin are their
errors, long abandoned by the movement they initiated.Over time new errors are created, often
preventable if the anarchist movement were more theoretical and historically-minded. But at
least we are not bound by orthodox tradition, in its insights and its errors.

In short, anarchism also has its authoritarian, from-above,side, which is—as Draper says—
rooted in an ambiguity about democracy. But at its heart, anarchism is open to a libertarian-
democratic socialism-from-below.

Revolution from Below

Draper begins his pamphlet by saying there is a crisis in what we mean by socialism. “For
the first time in the history of the world, very likely a majority of its people label themselves
‘socialist’ in one sense or another; but there has never been a time when the label was less infor-
mative.” (1992, p. 2) He was referring to all those who regarded themselves as Communists, Social
Democrats,Democratic Socialists, Laborites, Arab Socialists, African Socialists, and so on. Today
the term Socialism has become vague to the point of nullity. Even its anti-capitalist meaning has
often been abandoned.

But it is no longer true that socialism of some kind is supported on a world-wide mass basis.
After 1989,Marxism has been largely discredited. Social Democracy and state-Communism no
longer pretend to offer an alternative to capitalism. Opposition forces often do not even claim to
be socialist. For example, in a large part of the world, anti-imperialism has taken the reactionary
form of Islamic authoritarianism.

In this context, there has been an international revival of anarchism, for the first time in over
eighty years. The movement has spread throughout the U.S. and Western Europe, but also to
Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union, to Asia, Africa, and Latin America. It represents the
desire for a new, humanistic, order, which is neither overtly capitalist nor any sort of bureaucratic
so-called socialism (really state capitalism). It is a new birth of libertarian-democratic socialism-
from-below.

Naturally, theMarxists have not given up. In particular, there has been a growth of that wing of
Marxism which is least associated with either state-Communism or the Social Democrats. There
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is an interest in the autonomist or libertarian Marxists, whose politics are very similar to anar-
chism. More dangerous is the growth of the anti-state-capitalist wing of Trotskyism previously
mentioned, which remains Marxist-Leninist. It broadens its appeal by referring to the concept
of Socialism-from-Below, taught by Draper. It uses this concept to support Marxism, not only
the Marxism of Marx,but also of Lenin and Trotsky. It uses it to attack “the myth of anarchist
libertarianism.” (Draper, 1992, p. 11; McNally, 1984)

Given the reality of Marx’s centralism, and the actual practice of Lenin and Trotsky, this ten-
dency has in effect been using the concept of Socialsm-from-Below to justify social-ism-from-
above.They have used it to makeMarxism-Leninism look good to to activists otherwise attracted
to anarchism. They do not explain how they would avoid the fate of the earlier Marxists who led
to reformism or totalitarianism. They add all sorts of irrelevant arguments about anarchism’s
class basis. (Irrelevant, since Marx, Engels,Lenin, and Trotsky came from bourgeois-aristocratic
back-grounds, while, for example, anarcho-syndicalism was thoroughly a working class move-
ment.)

However,there has also been another tendency. Individuals and groups previously influenced
by Marxism have used the concept of Socialism-from-Below as a bridge to anarchism. They have
either abandonedMarxism or are open to some sort of synthesis betweenMarxism and anarchism
(this is true of McNally’s latest [2002] effort to rethink the concept of socialism-from-below).
In either case they reject Marxism-Leninism in favor of a revolutionary libertarian-democratic
socialism.

Draper divided the types of socialisms into those promising liberation from above and from
below. If he made mistakes in applying this concept, we anarchists can still appreciate the value
of his insights.
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We must transcend the contradictions of both 

Communism and social democracy, and articulate a 

radical democratic vision of socialism which speaks a 

language which can be readily understood by the 

oppressed. We must go beyond both Lenin and Eduard 

Bernstein. Instead of socialism from above, we need 

socialism from below. 

The approach of socialism from below in the United 

States would emphasize the necessity to develop 

networks of locally based progressive formations, 

organizations engaged in anti-racism, feminist, trade 

union, peace, environmental, gay/lesbian rights, and/or 

other progressive sectors. Here the Left can play the 

decisive role as a social catalyst, charting a new social 

contract, which would help the American people to 

redefine their relationship between themselves and the 

capitalist state. What do working people have a right to 

expect from the government? Military expenditures, 

which have soared to $305 billion in 1990, are 

destructive to the development of communities, increase 

unemployment, and undermine reforms in education, 

health care, and housing. 

Manning Marable. Truth to Power: Essays on Race, 

Resistance, and Radicalism. Boulder, Colorado: Westview 



Press imprint of HarperCollins Publishers, Inc. 1996. 

Pages 255-256. 

 

Socialism from below means developing a Left presence 

within the grassroots, local struggles or working people, 

the homeless, the unemployed, and racial minorities. It 

means building coalitions between community-based 

forces which are engaged in all different types of civil 

disobedience, strikes, and social agitation. The American 

electoral system was never designed to facilitate the 

development of social protest against the interests of 

capital. The liberals’ strategy of supporting progressive 

candidates like Jackson without a concomitant agenda 

for non-electoral political struggle may in the short run 

“humanize” the system, but not transform it…. 

Freedom must be essential to both our methods and 

definition of the term “socialism.” As Rosa Luxemburg 

reminded us: “Freedom only for the supporters of the 

government, only for the members of one party, 

however numerous they may be, is no freedom at all. 

Freedom is always and exclusively freedom for the one 

who thinks differently.” We must criticize any 

government or party, and especially the “Left,” which 



sanctions censorship, terrorism, political imprisonment, 

or any violation of human rights. Without dogma or 

illusions, socialism may become the democratic vision of 

the future. 

Manning Marable. Truth to Power: Essays on Race, 

Resistance, and Radicalism. Boulder, Colorado: Westview 

Press imprint of HarperCollins Publishers, Inc. 1996. Page 

257-258. 



 
Is Democratic socialism the same as 'socialism from 

below'? Does this mean that socialist democracy is 

'socialism from above'? 
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, Writer, former philosophy professor. 

Answered Dec 2, 2018 

No. Originally the idea of socialism being built through 

the direct activity of mass organizations of the working 

class was what libertarian socialists advocated. Such as 

syndicalists who advocate an “expropriating general 

strike” where workers directly take over management of 

the industries and so on. This is why Lenin said that the 

slogan “only from below” “is an anarchist slogan”. 

Later on you had some Marxist critics of the “Stalinist” 

Communist Parties and the authoritarian statist regimes 

who began to use the slogans “socialism from below” 

versus “socialism from above” to differentiate a more 

democratic, mass based socialist conception of the 
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revolutionary process — the main example of this was the 

essay by Hal Draper where he defines these terms. 

Although it is true — in some sense — that revolutionary 

democratic Marxists (like Draper) and libertarian 

socialists (like the syndicalists) could be called 

“democratic socialists” — since they are socialists and 

advocate a democratic mass organizing approach — that 

is not how the phrase “democratic socialism” has been 

normally used by socialists. 

Here you have to bring into consideration yet another 

socialist tendency — the electoral party socialists. After 

the emergence of the Communist parties in the 1920s and 

1930s the electoral party socialists began to use their 

support for western style “representative democracy” as a 

way to differentiate themselves from the Moscow-line 

Communists. They accused the Communists (correctly) of 

being anti-democratic, repressive. In the Cold War period 

after World War 2 it was these electoral socialists who 

started using the term “democratic socialist”. As in 

Michael Harrington’s organization, the Democratic 

Socialist Organizing Committee. 

Except that this use of “democratic socialist” was a case 

of obfuscation. That’s because by the post-World War 2 

years the electoral party socialists had given up on the 

idea of an actual shift from capitalism to socialism. They 

had come around to a position of limiting themselves to 



advocating reforms to capitalism to provide benefit 

systems (such as health care) for the masses and to use the 

capitalist state to restrain the more predatory capitalist 

tendencies. So this is what Harrington meant by 

“democratic socialist” — merely a misleading label for 

social-democratic reform politics. And this is how Bernie 

Sanders uses “democratic socialism.” 

But it gets murkier. Nowadays the most prominent group 

in USA who use this label are Democratic Socialists of 

America. Now it may be that many of the 50,000 people 

who have joined DSA recently are merely interested in 

social-democratic reform politics. But in fact DSA is 

officially committed to an eventual shift to socialism from 

capitalism — which they often conceive in terms of a 

market socialist economy of worker cooperatives. This is 

why they use the phrase “economic democracy” is 

another term for socialism — democratization of the 

economic system. 

So, to summarize: “Democratic socialism” was coined by 

the electorally oriented socialists and they often mean just 

“representative democracy” — and some of them mean 

merely social democratic reform of capitalism — but 

there are people in DSA who have a more revolutionary 

agenda and their views are more akin to the way the 

libertarian socialists and revolutionary democratic 

Marxists understand “socialism from below”. 



The thing that remains murky here is that, if you conceive 

of socialism being brought about through the state via 

elections, then you’re actually NOT advocating 

“socialism from below” as far as I can see, since 

“socialism from below” should NOT mean that socialism 

is brought about through party leaders gaining control of 

the top down state machine and using that machine to 

implement some political reconstruction — a path that is 

likely to empower a state bureaucratic managerial class. 
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No. 

Socialist means the economy is geared to share the profits 

of an enterprise among the workers in that enterprise. 

Democratic means the government is democratically 
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elected. Where both pertain you live in a socialist 

democracy. Democratic socialism doesn’t really make 

much literal sense as it is a category error but rather like 

‘blue note’ or ‘heavy day’ it still gets used a lot. I am not 

sure what it really means if used when not describing a 

system that is both socialist and democratic. 

Of course, there are countries that call themselves 

socialist and which are not, there are countries whic 
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Democratic socialism is intended to mean socialism from 

below, yes, but socialist democracy does not mean 

“socialism from above”. These two ideas, “democratic 

https://www.quora.com/profile/Mark-A-Foster-Ph-D
https://www.quora.com/profile/Mark-A-Foster-Ph-D
https://www.quora.com/profile/Shayn-McCallum
https://www.quora.com/profile/Shayn-McCallum
https://www.quora.com/profile/Shayn-McCallum
https://www.quora.com/profile/Shayn-McCallum
https://www.quora.com/Is-Democratic-socialism-the-same-as-socialism-from-below-Does-this-mean-that-socialist-democracy-is-socialism-from-above/answer/Shayn-McCallum
https://www.quora.com/profile/Mark-A-Foster-Ph-D
https://www.quora.com/profile/Shayn-McCallum


socialism” and “socialist democracy” are, in most cases, 

more or less the same thing. 

Still, context is everything and substance counts for more 

than words. A regime can call itself anything it wants but 

it’s what it actually does that counts. 
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Self-Emancipation in Marx and Engels 
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following polite warning before they think to respond to 

what I have argued: 
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Democratic Socialism is just socialism while attempting 

to layer democracy on top. Democratic socialism is an 
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Franklin Veaux 

 

, Professional Writer 

Answered Nov 21, 2018 

 

What is the difference between a social democracy and 

socialism, but more importantly, why should I care? 

 

The difference between the two is as big as the difference 

between a lion and a sea lion. 

Here’s a tip. Socialism: The means of production are 

owned by the workers or by the State. Social democracy: 

A form of capitalism. 

You should know the difference because people are 

spending vast amounts of time, effort, and money creating 

propaganda aimed at folks who don’t know the 

difference. If you are one of those folks who doesn’t 

know the difference, you may become an easily-

manipulated sheep who can be led around by the nose 

with propaganda. Is that who you want to be? 
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Charles Tips 

 

, Long-time student of US politics 

Answered Nov 12 

 

What is the difference between a Democrat and a 

Socialist? 

 

How do Democrats differ from socialists? These days not 

at all. 

It started when I was in college around the 1968 

Democratic Convention in Chicago where, among other 

tumultuous events, the skids of the Conservative 

Democrats (the Southern trunk of the party representing 

the party’s long-time values) were greased, and by 1972, 

they were gone (no, not to the Republican Party… they 

spent the rest of their lives voting Democratic in the South 

and making sure in national elections that candidates from 

the northern and western wings of the party that had 

“stabbed them in the back” could not win nation 
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Shayn McCallum 

 

, PhD Politics, Monash University (2020) 

Answered Dec 26 

 

Why does social democracy work so well but democratic 

socialism doesn't? 

 

The question is somewhat problematic as it mistakes 

social democracy/democratic socialism, which is a 

political movement consisting of a number of centre-left 

political parties, and the social market economy/social 

corporatism/socially-embedded capitalism (whatever you 

want to call it), which is the political economy that tends 

to emerge when social democrats are strong enough, and 

other parties amenable enough, to negotiate a new social 
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contract able to restrain and regulate the power of capital 

in favour of society. 

İn every meaningful sense, there is no real difference at 

all between social  

… (more) 
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Cedrik Durand 

 

, Reformist 

Answered Oct 1, 2020 

 

Does democratic socialism actually work? Or is it just 

pure socialist ideology? 

 

I believe that it could work. 

The potential capitalist threat 

Democratic socialists tend to be quite pacifist, and they 

believe that war is useless (and that having a military is 

too). If a country became democratic socialist, or any 
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other form of socialism, the United States and its allies 

would stop killing civilians in Pakistan and Iraq for a 

second and start funding rebel groups in the newly 

declared democratic socialist state. 

In order for a country to become socialist, it needs a 

powerful army, like the USSR had. I’m pretty sure that 

everybody knows what the US did to socialist/leftist lead 
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What is the difference between Social democracy and 

Democratic Socialism? Which one do you think is more 

desirable? 
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Originally Answered: What’s the difference between 

social-democracy and democratic-socialism? Which is 

more democratic? What do you prefer? 

Social-democracy is an ideology that advocates for more 

“humanitarian” capitalism; it supports corporatism, a 

system where capitalists still own the means of 

production, buy labor-power, and collect surplus-value, 

but labor and the state also make decisions in the 

economy (through this, there is supposed to be class-

collaboration). Fascists also support corporatism, so 

there’s that. 

Democratic socialism is an ideology that two types of 

socialists use: 

1. Reformists: people who think that socialism is 

achievable through the system rather than 

through revolution. 

2. Libertarian socialists: revolutionary  
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Al Nolf 

 

, former Senior Chief (E-8) at United States Navy (1968-

1989) 

Answered Jan 4, 2020 

 

What is the difference between socialism and democratic 

socialism? Wouldn’t democratic socialism lead to 

socialism? 

 

It's all a mind game that ends in Communism. That is 

from Marx himself. Ayn Rand said the difference 

between Socialism and Communism is the difference 

between Murder and Suicide. The end is the same, it's a 

matter of how you get there. Adolf Hitler called his group 

"NAZIs" which was originally two separate German 

words for "NAtional Zocialist" Party abbreviated NA and 

ZI... Then to sound more friendly to workers, he called 

them the "Socialist-Democrat" party... Now we have 

flipped it to "Democratic-Socialist" and people are fooled 

yet again. It's word magic!  

OH, We're not them, ...we're "Fun" 

… (more) 

 

https://www.quora.com/profile/Al-Nolf
https://www.quora.com/profile/Al-Nolf
https://www.quora.com/What-is-the-difference-between-socialism-and-democratic-socialism-Wouldn-t-democratic-socialism-lead-to-socialism/answer/Al-Nolf
https://www.quora.com/What-is-the-difference-between-socialism-and-democratic-socialism-Wouldn-t-democratic-socialism-lead-to-socialism
https://www.quora.com/What-is-the-difference-between-socialism-and-democratic-socialism-Wouldn-t-democratic-socialism-lead-to-socialism
https://www.quora.com/What-is-the-difference-between-socialism-and-democratic-socialism-Wouldn-t-democratic-socialism-lead-to-socialism
https://www.quora.com/What-is-the-difference-between-socialism-and-democratic-socialism-Wouldn-t-democratic-socialism-lead-to-socialism
https://www.quora.com/profile/Mark-A-Foster-Ph-D


 
 

 

Related Answer 

 

 
 

 

Dimitris Smith 

 

, An avid reader of mostly fantasy 

Answered Mar 4, 2019 

 

What is the difference between socialism, democratic 

socialism, and social democracy? Is one more realistically 

applied than the others? 

 

Socialism is an economic system. It means that ALL the 

means of production are owned by the people. That 

ownership can be in the form of the workers or unions 

owning resources or the government owning everything. 

Democratic socialism is socialism where the governance 

is done democratically. 
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Social democracy is a system where capitalism is 

harnessed for the common good. The government does 

not own all the means of production and both rich people 

and corporations are allowed to exist, but they are taxed 

so that a part of their profit is used to allow for every 

other member of that state to live a 

… (more) 

 

 
 

 

Related Answer 

 

 
 

 

Michael Lowrey 

 

, B. A. (magna cum laude) History & Political Science, 

University of Wisconsin - Milwaukee (2004) 

Answered May 27, 2021 

 

What is democratic socialism? If you have a democracy 

this wouldn’t work would it, because many would dissent 

from socialism if they have a say? 
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Socialism is an economic system, in no way incompatible 

with democracy. 

Nobody gave me an opportunity to vote not to be 

subjected to unregulated capitalism; all I can do is vote 

out candidates who want to make it more powerful and 

destructive than ever. 
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If socialism is democracy, then why do we require 

democratic socialism? 

 

Socialism is an economic system. Democracy is a 

political system. 

Socialism, per Marx and Engels, is the period between 

capitalism and communism, when private property and 

industry become public. 

Democracy is a political system whereby everyone 

affected by a policy or solution is given their say into 

whether or not that policy or solution is passed into law. 

The concept of democracy goes back to the ancient 

Greeks but recieved its greatest support during the 

Enlightenment. America, a product of the Enlightenment, 

has a system of representative democracy whereby we 

elect our proxies who legislate 

… (more) 
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Peter Hawkins 

 

, Political philosophy is my favourite form of philosophy 

Answered Aug 5, 2018 

 

What is the best concise definition of "democratic 

socialism" that sets it apart from all other forms of 

socialist theory? 

 

Democratic socialism is an egalitarian ideology. 

Socialism is a political philosophy that seeks to bring a 

more egalitarian (typically radically egalitarian) 

distribution of social benefits (income, wealth, the social 

bases of self respect etc) about. The mechanism through 

which this egalitarianism is realised is through social 

ownership of key parts of the means of production. This 

may or may not require state ownership of key industries, 

what in Britain have been called the commanding heights 

of the economy. Or, it could be other forms of social 

ownership; cooperatives and so on. The end goa 

… (more) 
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Ronald Kimmons 

 

, living in a world with politics, unfortunately. 

Answered Feb 25, 2020 

 

What is democratic socialism? It seems like an oxymoron 

to me. How is it different than democracy or socialism? 

 

It is not an oxymoron. 

Democracy is a political system. 

Socialism is an economic system. 

Theoretically, any political system can have any 

economic system, and vice versa. 

However, while it's not an oxymoron, as it is used in 

common parlance, “democratic socialism" is an idiotic 

term because what it describes is actually not socialism at 

all. 
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Socialism is characterized by the public ownership of the 

means of production. 

If we are not talking about that, we are not talking about 

socialism. 

It is not socialism to implement taxes to fund public 

programs through taxation. The existence of taxation 

implies 

… (more) 
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What is the main difference to Democratic Socialism and 

other kinds of socialism? 
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Once you have given up your individual sovereignty, they 

are all different flavors of the same thing. 

All social systems treat you as a number because you are 

all equal. This worked well when building pyramids or 

great walls. Absent those great projects, minimum wage 

fails to keep the masses in lock step for very long. 

Unemployment looks as attractive as minimum wage. 

Drugs are recreation and an escape from the monotony of 

life. 

Artists are often drawn to idealized life. But getting 

awards for for work memorializing the socialist 

revolution are few and far between. And don't think of 

creating a  
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, I wrote my PhD. Thesis on European social democracy 

Answered Oct 2, 2020 

 

There is a difference between democratic socialism and 

social democracy, but is it reasonable to expect that social 

democracy policies can lead to genuine democratic 

socialism? 

 

Well, there is a difference between democratic socialism 

that visualises a pre-conceived socialist end goal and 

pragmatic social democracy, I’d say that is true, but 

historically social democracy and democratic socialism 

are synonyms. The distinction, and the problematic 

tendency to view them as two separate movements, is a 

bit artificial and largely the product of the internal coup 

inside social democracy that occurred in the 1990s. Some, 

such as the scholar Gerassimos Moschonas, have referred 

to the new center-right reinvention of “social democracy” 

as “post-social democracy” and I’d say thi 

… (more) 
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What is socialism, and how is it a threat to democracy? 

 

When Capitalist class started exploitation of people, there 

was need to bring a equality in Society. 

What is socialism, and how is it a threat to democracy? 
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Karl Marx simply supported revolution for that and said 

‘there is need of protest by labour class against this 

capitalist class so that we can establish equality in society. 

After revolution Marx said, “there will be establishment 

of Socialism where people will get according their 

Capacity, this socialism will establish equality . 

Inequality that was generated by Capitalist class ,after 

revolution ,there will be establishment of Socialism. 

This 

… (more) 
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Answered Feb 10, 2021 

 

What is the difference between socialism (USSR) and 

democratic socialism? Are there existing successful 

democratic-socialist governments in the world? 

 

The soviet union was a state governed by the principles of 

Marxist-leninism, which was Lenin's interpretation of 

Marx, believing that the people were incapable of leading 

the revolution themselves and need the assistance of the 

most advanced members of society to help gradually 

achieve communism, which means it is authoritarian in 

nature and centrally focused. 

Democractic socialism(not social democracy) is a wide 

spectrum of socialists who believe that participation in 

bourgeoisie democracy would gradually give way to 
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achieving a workers state and have the people choose and 

decide for themselve 
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Answered Jun 13, 2021 

 

What is socialism, democratic socialism, social 

democracy, and is it different than communism? 

 

There are three families of socialist politics. They differ in 

both their strategy and their conception of the program for 

socialism. The three main families are: 

1. “Democratic socialism.” This means a politics 

based on electoral politics and building an 

electoral socialist party to achieve reforms and 
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eventually to achieve a transition to socialism. 

Most “democratic socialists” nowadays are 

market socialists who see socialism as an 

economy of worker cooperatives. 

 

Historically “democratic socialist” politicians 

and parties have tended to get focused mainly 

on achieving immediate reforms within c 
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What is the halfway point between social democracy and 

democratic socialism? 

 

Original question: What is the halfway point between 

social democracy and democratic socialism? 

When Marxist socialism was being considered by 

European intellectuals and certain parts of the political 

class, the idea was singly revolutionary socialism. Indeed, 

that was the credo of the first and second Internationals. 

The objective was to bring hegemony to the proletariat. 

In the German-speaking lands, however, the tendency of 

the major parties was somewhat different, because of a 

different reality. The major socialist party of Germany 

called itself the Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands 

(S 
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Why do so many people think that Democratic Socialism 

is the same as Socialism? 

 

Originally Answered: Why do people think social 

democracy is the same as socialism/communism? 
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Because social democracy is a rebranding of socialism, is 

a rebranding of progressivism, is a rebranding of 

Stalinism, is a rebranding of Marxism. Pedigree matters. 

Not the title. 

27 views 
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Are most people who profess to be democratic socialist 

actually democratic socialist? 

 

More, I suspect, than Trump supports that profess to be 

Christians, actually practice that ideology. 
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Answered Aug 28, 2018 

 

Can a person be both a social democrat and a democratic 

socialist? 

 

Sure, historically they are synonymous. It has really only 

been since the 1990s that social democracy has become 

redefined as “social liberalism” and the term remains 

contested. 

https://www.quora.com/profile/Mark-A-Foster-Ph-D
https://www.quora.com/profile/Mark-A-Foster-Ph-D
https://www.quora.com/profile/Shayn-McCallum
https://www.quora.com/profile/Shayn-McCallum
https://www.quora.com/profile/Shayn-McCallum
https://www.quora.com/profile/Shayn-McCallum
https://www.quora.com/Can-a-person-be-both-a-social-democrat-and-a-democratic-socialist/answer/Shayn-McCallum
https://www.quora.com/Can-a-person-be-both-a-social-democrat-and-a-democratic-socialist
https://www.quora.com/Can-a-person-be-both-a-social-democrat-and-a-democratic-socialist
https://www.quora.com/Can-a-person-be-both-a-social-democrat-and-a-democratic-socialist
https://www.quora.com/Can-a-person-be-both-a-social-democrat-and-a-democratic-socialist
https://www.quora.com/profile/Mark-A-Foster-Ph-D
https://www.quora.com/profile/Shayn-McCallum


In a way, the modern usage of “social democrat” and 

“democratic socialist” parallels the old division between 

communists and socialists in that all communists were 

socialists but not all socialists were communists. Today it 

may be said that most (not all) democratic socialists are 

social democrats but not all social democrats are socialist. 

130 views 

View 3 upvotes 
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socialist and a Democratic socialist? 
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There are many, many different kinds of socialism; many 

different perspectives on what it is, what it can or should 

be, and how to get there. The right wing tends to pretend 

that all socialism is inherently Soviet-style communism or 

Stalinism: an oppressive totalitarian regime. But that's not 

true at all. It's a straw man meant to discredit the very 

concept of socialism. 

There's one thing that all forms of socialism have in 

common: they want to reduce economic inequality. 

How much they want to reduce it, and how, that's where 

the difference lies. In the 19th century, Karl Marx 

championed the ide 

… (more) 
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Could a democratic socialist from a country they are in 

control of tell me what democratic socialism stands for? 

I'm definitely not looking for input from anyone else. 

 

You’re going to be waiting a long time, unless these is a 

sudden influx of people from… Vietnam? Maybe not 

even them; I’m not sure what they call themselves these 

days. 

You see, there are very few if any “democratic socialist” 

countries in the world today. The Soviet Union claimed to 

be one, but of course they really weren’t. 

If you’re thinking of the various European welfare states, 

then the term is social democracy, not democratic 

socialism, and despite sounding the same, they’re actually 

quite different. Social democracies are fundamentally 

capitalist countries, with market economies, but ove 
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What is the difference between socialism and democracy? 

 

Originally Answered: What is the difference between 

democracy and socialism? 

Both are concepts of two different fields of study and/or 

activities. 

Democracy is a concept of political science or politics. It 

states that almost all or every person in a nation state is 

eligible to engage in the political machinations of the 

nation, through the representatives elected by them to 

government offices by means of a popular vote. Thereby, 

the government and its representatives are accountable to 

the people who voted for them. Modern Democracy also 

encompasses the concept of separation of power between 

president(executive),parliament(legislative) and the 

court(judiciary) so that  

… (more) 
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What does the term ‘democratic socialism’ do to you? 

 

It doesn't really do anything to me to be honest. 

It's just a term, isn't it? It doesn't have any agency or 

capability to do anything 

37 views 
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What is it that separates democratic socialists from 

socialists? 

 

Socialism is a generic term. Different approaches to 

socialism include Marxism Leninism, democratic 

socialism, anarcho-syndicalism, etc. 

Socialism—Workers own the means of production. There 

is still money and a state. 

Marxism-Leninism—a form of socialist government that 

relies upon a vanguard party of revolutionary 
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intelligentsia that help lead the proletariat toward 

increased class consciousness and understands Marxist 

theory. The means of production are owned by the 

workers and held by the state. There is one party, the 

Communist Party. It maintains ideological purity and 

filters out candidate 

… (more) 
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What is the difference between a Democrat and a 

Socialist? 

 

 

What is the main difference to Democratic Socialism and 
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Is social democracy the next step to socialism? 

 

 

What is the difference between a social democracy and 

socialism, but more importantly, why should I care? 
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